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A foreigner  returning from a tr ip 
to  the  Third Reich
when asked who real ly  ruled there , 
answered :  ‘Fear ’ .
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But apart  from that :  what  conf idence!  Even the  dead
were  made up and given a  cosy smile
 .  .  .
for  not  even those  who had got  away
were al lowed to  be  without  hope. 
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They told me which enemy to  shoot  at
So I  took their  gun and aimed
And when I  had shot ,  saw my brother
Was the  enemy they had named.

So now my brother  is  dying
By my own hand he  fe l l
Yet  I  know that  i f  he ’s  defeated
I  shal l  be  lost  as  wel l .
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My son you must  l isten to  your mother 
when she  te l ls  you
It ’ l l  be  worse  than the  plague,  the  l i fe 
you’ve  got  in store
But don’t  think I  brought  you into  the 
world so  painful ly
To l ie  down under i t  and meekly ask for 
more .
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And so my son,  stay c lose  to  your own people
So your power,  l ike  the  dust ,  wil l  spread to  every place .
You,  my son,  and I ,  and al l  our people
Must  stand together  t i l l  there  are  no longer  two unequal
Classes  to  divide  the  entire  human race . 
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This ,  then,  is  a l l .  I t ’s  not  enough,  I  know.
At least  I ’m st i l l  a l ive ,  as  you may see .
I ’m l ike  the  man who took a  brick  to  show
How beauti ful  his  house  used once  to  be .
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a  c a n n i b a l  t i m e
This year our bodies will be bitter,

alien flavours are seeping up through them,
so they capitulate—

is this possible?
from water tainted by strontium, from murderous sunlight,

from virulent alkalis and words
we have hitherto selected (my dearest)

our daily nourishment,
our organs have been functioning,

our hearts, lungs and brains
have strained the filth off ceaselessly

and, like tapwater forced 
through various purification-devices,

crystalline poems have poured on to my paper, 
we were able to love one another,
our lips had not been poisoned,

and while our cells kept changing all the time
the eye, the hand, the forehead and the groin

remained the same,
no child of ours would wear

the features of a gesticulating puppet
on television,

it would wear the face we’d dreamt of,
our parts resisted stubbornly,

no matter that we’d gaped at calves and pigs,
no matter that we’d seen monsters,
God kept on stubbornly moulding

his own image in us,
no matter that we’d drunk vinegar,

no matter that we’d swallowed emetics,
in truth, it was all in vain,

but the body slowly deteriorates,
and the soul also deteriorates,

poems decay too,
for poisons penetrate

the elastic skin of our cells,
the taut membrane of our words, the inside

will come to resemble the outside,
if there is hatred there, let hatred be,

this is the true defeat,
your mouth will taste bitter when you kiss me

my mouth will be bitter when I kiss you,
my poem will taste bad,

this cannibal time
does not gobble me up, but it will not let me go,

and so we shall wander around here
forever and ever

not fit to be eaten.
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On 27 February 2002, bogies of the Sabarmati Express were set ablaze near the 
railway station at Godhra in Gujarat, claiming 58 lives. On the following day began the 
longest continuous bout of mass violence in recent history. This violence, which has 
officially claimed more than a thousand lives—unofficial figures are at least three times 
that number—lasted more than 75 days. Its implications will be with us for much, much 
longer.

The carnage got called by the routine name that all such violence is given: communal 
riot. In actual fact, it was nothing of the sort. Gujarat was a one-sided attack, a carnage. It 
was, to put it bluntly, genocide: ‘the deliberate and systematic extermination of an ethnic 
or national group’.

Nothing Muslim was spared. In a row of ten shops, uncannily, the only Muslim-
owned shop would be looted and gutted. In a row of parked vehicles, only the Muslim-
owned vehicle would be burnt. The precision was stunning. Mobs came armed with lists 
of addresses and names. Printed lists. Lists taken from the municipal records. Lists 
published earlier in local newspapers. Lists of Muslim properties, businesses, houses. 
This was not a riot. This was a pogrom, a systematic carnage, genocide. It was our own, 
local, home-brewed Bosnia. 

Gujarat was in the making for a long, long time. It was not a ‘spontaneous reaction’ 
to the atrocity of Godhra. No incident of communal bloodletting is ever spontaneous, of 
course. Killing is hard business. Nobody does it ‘spontaneously’. The forces of the fascist 
Hindu right have been systematically spreading their poison for many years. Lists don’t 
get extracted from municipal records just like that, in a moment of madness and fury. 
When policemen, far from stopping killer mobs, actually give covering fire to them, this 
is not a case of the proverbial ‘official apathy’. When bulldozers owned by the state are 
used to raze to the ground shops and houses, it is not ‘official apathy’. When destroyed 
structures are tarred over and a road constructed to remove even a trace of what existed, 
it is not ‘official apathy’. It is active collusion.

There are today more than 1,20,000 people living a degraded, subhuman life in relief 
camps in Gujarat, refugees in their own land. They have been hounded into this state 
because they are, allegedly, less ‘Indian’ than Hindus. A word, then, on this business of 
being ‘Indian’. Through the countless images of death, destruction, barbarism, pathos, 
that I have seen over the last two months and more, two pictures stand out. One 
appeared on the front page of The Hindu, sometime in early March. This was of a young 
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man, clean-shaven, tears in his eyes, begging for his life, hands folded. The other 
appeared on the cover of two newsmagazines, Frontline and Outlook. This was of another 
young man, bearded, sporting a cheap, imitation T-shirt and saffron bandana, arms 
raised in a gesture simultaneously triumphant and challenging, eyes blazing, brandishing 
weapons that sought their next victim. Look at the costumes, look at the gestures. The 
hunter is a lumpen stormtrooper, in whose costume of bandana and T-shirt, fascism and 
globalization come chillingly together. The hunted begs for sanity with folded hands. It 
would be ironical, had it not been so tragic, that the one who claims ‘Indianness’ is the 
bearer of apparel as well as ideology that is totally foreign, while the one being hounded 
for his alleged lack of loyalty to India employs so effortlessly, so naturally, the 
quintessentially Indian gesture of folded hands. A story, perhaps apocryphal, goes that 
when it was pointed out that many Gujarati men, both Hindu and Muslim, were shaving 
off their beards to avoid the gruesome fate of being burnt alive, Narendra Modi said: 
‘That is very strange. I never felt threatened.’ Those with an eye for black humour, then, 
may also note that the two pictures bear Modi out: the Hindu is bearded, while the 
Muslim is not.

One aspect of the carnage in Gujarat—the most immediate, the most pressing, the 
most distressing aspect—is without doubt the destruction and devastation of lives and 
property. But there is much else that has been mutilated and mauled.

In front of the Police Headquarters of Ahmedabad stood the tomb of Wali 
Mohammad Wali, popularly known as Wali Dakkhani or Wali Gujarati, the seventeenth-
century Sufi, who is among the pioneers of Urdu poetry. His tomb was razed to the 
ground by the hooligans. The administration, in a rare act of efficiency, calmly tarred the 
site, which is now indistinguishable from the road that runs adjacent to it. In 
neighbouring Baroda stood the tomb of Ustad Faiyaz Khan, descendant of the legendary 
Tansen, and a legend in his own right. This was vandalized. The Bombay group 
Communalism Combat has documented over 230 sites of cultural importance which 
have been damaged or destroyed in the violence.

It would be tempting to pretend that Gujarat does not touch us. It would be tempting 
to think that we can go on doing our theatre just the way we were, and nothing would 
change. Yet, sober thought suggests otherwise. The attack of the fascist right is not on 
this or that aspect of Indian politics or economy or social life or culture. It is an effort to 
reshape the totality of the entity we call India. And that includes theatre as much as any 
other art.

As a theatre person, of course, I feel immensely proud that our fraternity has not 
been infiltrated. Perhaps it has something to do with the nature of our art itself—eclectic, 
diverse, forever borrowing, forever absorbing. Perhaps it has to do with the fact that 
modern Indian theatre came to birth with anti-colonial consciousness. Whatever the 
reason, I think we have reason to be proud that when so many others from so many 
fields have capitulated, theatre persons have stood firm. But fascism lurks round the 
corner.

In Pune, there is an annual lecture series called the Vasant Vyakhyanmala. This is 
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without doubt one of the most important intellectual events of the Marathi social 
calendar, and is attended regularly by hundreds of people. Reports of the lectures appear 
in leading newspapers. Amongst the speakers for the lectures for 2002 was Vikram 
Savarkar, grandson of the father of Indian fascism, V. B. Savarkar. I have not seen the full 
text of the junior fascist’s lecture. But one journal reported that he said that it is the duty 
of every Hindu to kill at least one Muslim in his lifetime. The speaker regretted that he 
had failed in discharging his duty, that he had not taken a Muslim life, but hoped that 
some others would take inspiration from his lecture and carry out their duty.

Note the obscenity, the violence, the repulsiveness of it all. Here is the platform of the 
most important social-intellectual event in Marathi public life being used not just to 
spread hate messages, but to actively incite killing. The speaker should have been 
booked under half a dozen Indian laws, and should have been in prison serving a long 
sentence. That he is not, is bad enough. What is worse is that his hate speech has gone 
more or less without comment in the dominant Marathi media. It is this kind of 
acquiescence of the ideology of hatred that makes Gujarat possible.

Let us be very clear about this: while Gujarat, at one level, was a genocidal attack on 
Muslims, it was, in reality, an attack on all Indians. What was sought to be annihilated 
was the very idea of a multi-lingual, multi-cultural, multi-national state. Gujarat is not 
something out there, distant. Gujarat is in all of us.

There is, therefore, really no alternative now. We have to stand up and halt this tide 
of fascist barbarism. It is a question of life and death. For all of us.

This issue of STQ is a special issue on Gujarat. Not on Gujarati theatre, not on the bhavai, 
not on the dandiya. But Gujarat. The mayhem, the killings, the carnage. It is an attempt 
to understand what actually happened in Gujarat, so that, hopefully, we can begin to 
start thinking about how to fight it. Not just on the streets with demonstrations and 
dharnas, but also at the creative level, through plays and performances. In other words, 
this issue of STQ provides material that may help us think through our responses, 
creative and political, in the present circumstances.

How the issue came about is this. About four years ago, Jana Natya Manch, Delhi, 
had organized an All India Meeting of Street Theatre Activists. Amongst the main 
concerns that emerged in that meeting was that while the fascists were very well-
networked, those opposing them were not. Thus, it was thought that more such meetings 
would become a regular feature of our work in street theatre. For a variety of reasons, 
this did not quite happen. Late last year, we in Jana Natya Manch decided that we had 
lost much precious time, and that it was imperative that the next meeting be held soon. 
That was scheduled for 31 March, 1 and 2 April 2002 in Delhi. As we prepared for the 
meeting, Gujarat exploded. During the course of the meeting, it was natural that Gujarat 
became in a sense the most important item on the agenda. A few days before the meeting 
began, I was speaking on the phone to Naveen Kishore, and we were sharing our outrage 
at what was happening in Gujarat. I told Naveen about the impending meeting and that 
we were thinking of issuing a call for action from the meeting. It was then that the 
suggestion came up that STQ could document the meeting. This issue, then, includes a 
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record of that meeting and its deliberations. [Our impulse at STQ was to respond to the 
implications of the Gujarat carnage in an immediate and thoughtful way; it seemed 
appropriate to invite Sudhanva to guest edit an issue which centred around street theatre 
activists’ response to the current situation of the communalization of culture. Cultural 
activists of the Left, whose voices are heard in this issue, have valuable analyses to offer, 
and some counter-directions. STQ readers, of course, may choose other paths. The 
motivation is to provoke thought and debate towards possible action by theatre persons 
to counter a slide towards fascism, which can only mean the death of our freedom of 
expression—AK]

From what we can gather, the meeting led to perhaps the single largest all India 
action on the question of Gujarat. The meeting resolved to observe a ‘Combat Communal 
Fascism Week’. This began on 12 April, which is National Street Theatre Day, and 
formally culminated on 19 April. Participating groups had resolved to go back to their 
cities and states and take to the streets explaining to the people the truth of what has 
happened in Gujarat. By our estimation, about 1,500 performances took place on the first 
day, and about an equal number of performances carried on over the next 7 days. In all, 
about 12,000 performances exposing the real face of the fascist agenda of the Sangh 
Parivar took place all over the country, and these performances were witnessed by about 
6 million people. In a number of places, the campaign ended much after 19 April. This 
was certainly the case in Delhi. By the end of the month, Jana Natya Manch had 
performed at about 40 spots across the city. These performances were a mix of various 
things: there was the Act One theatre group, which had also prepared a play in response 
to our call, and Janam provided them a platform to present the play across the city. 
Several poets have written directly in response to Gujarat, and many of them 
accompanied us and read out their poetry. These included Manglesh Dabral, Uday 
Prakash, Nirmala Garg, Javed Naqvi, Ramkumar Krishak, Devi Prasad Mishra, 
Shailendra Shlesh, Chanchal Chauhan, Dwarka Prasad, Ramesh Azad, Bali Singh, Vinod 
Verma, Ashok Tiwari, and others. There was an exhibition of images from Gujarat, along 
with reports of the carnage, and this got exhibited at various places. There were, as I said, 
several hundred such events that took place all over the country in the past few weeks.

What we would have liked to do is to include some documentation of all this work, 
including some playscripts that have been evolved in the last couple of months by a 
number of groups across the country. Unfortunately, however, doing that would have 
meant more time, and we felt that the whole point of this issue would be lost if it did not 
come out on time.

This issue is not a complete documentation of either Gujarat or the resistance to it. 
What it is, however, is an effort to think through some of the issues that emerge from 
Gujarat, which will, hopefully, help articulate our long-term response to it.

Gujarat has posed an unprecedented problem to the street theatre movement, to our 
creativity. We have very little clue how to perform Gujarat. All street theatre groups have 
done plays on communalism for many years. That has been easy, in a way. Most plays 
have followed a standard line of argument, that communalism is bad, that Hindus and 
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Muslims are really brothers, that we must develop more religious tolerance, and so on. 
All this, of course is true enough. There is just one problem with it: it doesn’t face up to 
the complexity of communalism in our times, it doesn’t face up to Gujarat.

The main reason for this, I think, is that we have not yet learned in our street theatre 
to face up to the totality of the fascist onslaught on Indian polity and society. No longer is 
communalism merely an issue that involves religious tolerance. Because the moment the 
question is posed like that, it has an equalizing effect, it flattens out reality. If religious 
tolerance alone were the question, then surely everybody has to cultivate it equally: 
Hindus as much as Muslims as much as Sikhs as much as Christians and so on. What 
this leaves out is the politics of it: that the main danger to secularism is not from 
Kashmiri or other separatists, but from fascism; that the real separatists are the Hindutva 
fascists, since the logic of their politics will certainly lead to the breaking up of the 
country; that the forces of fascism are from the majority community, and they today 
occupy the seat of power at the centre. 

Lest I am misunderstood, let me emphasize: I am not arguing that Muslim or other 
minority fundamentalism is not dangerous. Far from it. All fundamentalism is dangerous, 
and has to be fought tooth and nail. Indeed, the very idea that fundamentalists claim to 
speak for and represent the sentiments of their respective communities has to be fought. 
For example, when it is said by many that the Ayodhya dispute can be resolved by the 
two sides reaching an ‘amicable settlement’, it is assumed that those reaching the 
allegedly amicable settlement are going to be the fundamentalists from the two sides, 
and this idea, that they represent majority sentiment, itself has to be questioned and 
opposed. In other words, the people, whether Hindu, Muslim, Sikh or Christian, have to 
be saved from fundamentalism. Period.

But let me get back to the main issue, of performing Gujarat. As we know, what 
happened there was not a riot, not a more or less ‘spontaneous’ eruption of communal 
hostility—which, of course, existed and has indeed grown in the course of the violence. 
What happened in Gujarat was genocide, ethnic cleansing. And those leading the killer 
gangs were Hindutva forces. Not coincidentally, this ethnic cleansing has been attempted 
in the only state where these forces have complete control of the state machinery. A play 
on Gujarat today will have to bring all this out, if it is to have any meaning. No longer 
will the easy equalization of communal bigotry do. You cannot simply say that Hindus 
and Muslims must learn to live together, must learn to respect each other’s religions and 
practices. Well of course they must. But our plays will have to say more than that. Our 
plays will have to point the finger at the Sangh parivar, our plays will have to name 
names, our plays will have to talk of fascism.

And that, to my mind, is the great challenge that street theatre faces: how does one 
talk about Gujarat without getting caught in the blame game of communities; how does 
one begin to talk of larger political tendencies, without, however, letting go of our 
outrage and shock and grief at what has happened to the people of Gujarat, Hindus as 
much as Muslims? I think there is a genuine fear here that street theatre groups face, 
which, let us say, a journalist writing in a newspaper does not, at least to the same extent. 
Street theatre is performed live, in the midst of people, and whether we say it or not, I 
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think all of us who do street theatre are always aware of the potentially violent situation 
we could face: what if the local RSS or Shiv Sena goons were to be passing by and 
decided to have some fun? What if, in some communally sensitive location, our play 
sparked off violence? I think this fear has to do with both safeguarding the well being of 
group members, as well as that of the community in which one performs.

As I write these lines, Jana Natya Manch has just finished doing a round of about 30 
performances across Delhi, Faridabad and Ghaziabad of our latest play, Yeh Dil Mange 
More, Guruji! Let me try and quickly summarize for you the play and how it moves, so 
that I can talk about some of the issues which my comrades and I have to grapple with in 
rehearsal and in performance.

The play is the story of three characters, Guru Golgangol and his two chelas 
(disciples) Baahubali and Buddhibali, who are on a journey to create the nation of their 
dreams, where there will be one religion, one culture, one language, where varna rules 
will be supreme, where there will be no dissent: in a word, a fascist heaven. Interspersed 
into this journey, and acting as a dramatic break, are three poems: by Vimal Kumar (‘Ek 
Jalte Hue Shahar ki Yatra’—‘Tour of a Burning City’), Manglesh Dabral (‘Gujarat ke ek 
Mritak ka Bayan’—‘Testimony of a Gujarat Corpse’) and Vishnu Nagar (‘Becharon ka 
Hindu Rashtra’—‘The Hindu Rashtra of the Poor Blighters’). Along with the poems, the 
actors silently display placards on which the audience sees statistics of the destruction 
(for example, that about 4,000 cars and 20,000 two-wheelers have been burnt in Gujarat), 
as well as its images—burnt-out shells of houses, remnants of petrol bombs, burning 
vehicles, the peeling skin of a survivor, images from relief camps, etc. In a sense then, the 
destruction is seen as accompanying the yatra of the three fascists. (And let me also say 
that there is a stylistic break in the scenes: the yatra of the guru and his two chelas is 
played as a spoof, a farce, and is full of barbs at their outrageous ideas, while the poems 
and placards are presented in deadly earnest, in great solemnity.)

One would have expected the farcical scenes with slapstick comedy to work the best, 
and the literary poems to pose difficulties in terms of comprehension. What has however 
happened is the opposite. The poems have worked well, and even though each and 
every word may not be understood by all present, the sense of outrage in the poems has 
gone across. But what has worked like magic are the placards. It is fascinating to see how 
the spectators become completely silent when the placards come on, how they read every 
word, how, slowly, they digest the information, and so on. It is almost as if a spell has 
been cast on them. The silence in particular is striking. In comparison, the farcical scenes 
have been met with more or less indifference. Not because they are farcical—everyone 
likes a good laugh—but because, we felt, there were too many references there—the 
bomb, Pakistan, Ayodhya, doctoring history, Kalam as President, and so on—that were 
couched in terms that people didn’t understand. This is a play for intellectuals: this was 
the common refrain. Implying that ‘ordinary’ workers cannot understand these issues. 
But of course this assessment is incorrect. 

As always, it was a worker who brought this home to me. We were performing in 
Faridabad, an industrial satellite town of Delhi. After the play, he came to me and said 
quietly, ‘Comrade, you keep talking of the nation of their [the guru and his chelas] 
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dreams. Why don’t you say you are talking about Hindu rashtra?’ ‘But do people 
understand the concept of Hindu rashtra’, I asked. ‘They will, if you explain it to them in 
their language’, he said simply. In other words, if the people don’t get the point, it’s 
because we don’t know how to make it.

We have stopped performances of the play for the moment. We need to rework many 
things. There are many issues that seem complicated and beyond the understanding of 
‘ordinary’ people, but which, in their own way and in their own terms, the people 
discuss, debate, and feel strongly about one way or the other. Our play, if it has to make 
any point at all, must reflect, intervene in, and help guide the debates that are taking 
place in our society at the current time. 

So that’s where we are at the moment: back to the drawing board.

[Sudhanva Deshpande is an actor and director with the New Delhi-based group Jana Natya Manch, 
best known for its street theatre. He works as editor, LeftWord Books.]
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At the All India Meeting of Street Theatre Activists held under the aegis of 
Jana Natya Manch in New Delhi, 19-21 June 1998, a note was presented, entitled ‘The 
Cultural Scene Today: A Note for Discussion’. This laid out certain concepts  which are 
very relevant to the discussions in the current issue. 

This is a lightly-edited excerpt from the note, which provides an important 
introductory background to the talks on communalism, globalization and culture that 
follow.
the CoMMunal–fasCIst offensIve anD the CollaPse of the nehruvIan MoDel

The last fifteen years have seen an enormous growth in the strength of the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP), which is the parliamentary front of the fascist Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh (RSS). The same period has also seen the growth of some other fronts of the RSS 
such as the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), the Bajrang Dal (BD), etc., and of other 
communal/fascist forces such as the Shiv Sena (SS). At least two major factors behind 
this growth need to be underlined for our purposes: the collapse of the Nehruvian model 
of growth, and the nearly invisible but continuous work carried out by the RSS and its 
fronts in the cultural sphere. 

The Nehruvian model had three basic components: self-sufficiency in the economic 
sphere, a non-aligned foreign policy, and secularism as a cardinal principle of State 
policy. 

The economic model, wherein the State actively aided capitalist growth by taking 
over infrastructure-building and extending credit to help the growth of private capital, 
began to be dismantled in the mid-1980s, if not a little earlier. The reason for this is fairly 
simple. The economic role of the State had not been the result of a move towards 
socialism; it was an objective necessity for the State to build infrastructure because the 
Indian bourgeoisie was far too weak to do it privately. By the 1980s, this was no longer 
necessary. The Indian bourgeoisie had not only outgrown the need for protectionism, it 
now also wanted its share in the infrastructure and key industries. It therefore began to 
argue that the Nehruvian model had failed, that the economy now needed to be ‘opened 
up’, and the public sector dismantled. Thus the move towards economic liberalization 
(which was the logical consequence of the path of State-aided capitalist development that 
India had embarked upon after 1947) received a major boost under the Rajiv Gandhi 
government, and the essential thrust of that policy has remained unchanged in substance 
for the last 15 years.

The dismantling of the Nehruvian model of capitalist accumulation also meant the 
dismantling of the other two aspects of the model. Thus, on the one hand, the Indian 
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State began to compromise more and more with imperialism. On the other hand, as the 
disillusionment of the Indian people with the Congress became sharper, as the social 
effects of the lop-sided and uneven growth of Indian capitalism became more and more 
acute, as the last hopes of building a truly democratic India where even the lowest of the 
low would have a place under the sun disappeared, the Congress party, and the State it 
managed for the bourgeoisie, began to not only compromise with communalism, but in 
fact to actively deploy communalism to suit its interests. The opening of the locks of the 
Babri Masjid and the Muslim Women’s Bill are perhaps the two most glaring instances of 
such deployment. 

The move towards economic liberalization initiated by the bourgeoisie has helped 
the growth of communalism in another important way as well. As the economy has got 
more and more integrated into the network of global capitalism, as the various 
inequalities that have marked the growth of Indian capitalism have been accentuated 
and sharpened by liberalization, as the lot of the working classes has worsened more and 
more, as the State has progressively withdrawn from its social obligations, as the 
globalized culture of consumerism has made more and more inroads into India, there 
have come to the fore a variety of social tensions that can potentially tear the country 
apart. There has therefore arisen an objective need for an ideological cement of a 
nationalist kind that can hold the country together. The liberal, centrist, Congress variety 
of nationalism (which had been the main inheritor of the anti-colonial nationalism of the 
Freedom Struggle) had provided that cement for the first four decades or so after 
Independence. By the mid-1980s, that kind of nationalism had long run out of steam. The 
fascist nationalism of the RSS has filled in that gap to a certain extent, especially in areas 
where the Left is weak. This filling of the gap by fascist nationalism is by no means 
comprehensive, final, or evenly spread across the country. It can still be countered.
fascist nationalism

The nationalism of the RSS is aggressive and jingoistic, and becomes more so at times of 
the staging of massive fascist spectacles such as the destruction of the Babri Masjid or the 
conducting of nuclear tests. 

There is no contradiction between globalization and Hindutva. On the contrary: the 
forces of Hindutva have always been in favour of dismantling the public sector, of giving 
unhindered freedom to private capital to do as it wishes, of letting multinational 
corporations have a free run in this country, and of having a pro-US foreign policy. The 
talk of swadeshi is hogwash. But the love that Hindutva has for globalization is not 
restricted to the economic sphere alone. Even in the cultural sphere, the forces of 
Hindutva have never stood against the onslaught of imperialist culture in our country. 
And for good reason. The middle classes, mercantile sections, technocrats, and others 
who are so seduced by the fantasy of an aggressively Hindu India are the very sections 
who have benefited most from globalization and the array of goods it has made available 
for consumption. More: the consumption of the products of Western capitalism becomes 
‘proof’ of the forward-looking nature of Hindutva. Thus, for instance, Advani carries out 
his’ rath yatra’ in a Toyota van, and the Michael Jackson concert in Mumbai is organized 
by the Shiv Sena with Bal Thackeray as the presiding deity at the event. 

The growth of the RSS, however, could not have taken place without the long, 
continuous, nearly invisible cultural work it has carried out over the last five decades or 
more. Not only is the daily RSS shakha [the morning drill of the RSS unit in a locality] 
used to fill the minds of the young with communal poison, the RSS also runs schools, 
organizes religious gatherings of various kinds, organizes sports meets for the youth, 
produces literature including comic books for children, works amongst tribals and lower 
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castes under the cover of its front organizations, organizes various social service activities 
such as blood donation camps, relief camps for victims of natural calamities and other 
disasters, and so on. In many different ways, at many different levels, the RSS seeks its 
potential recruits. The growth of the RSS could not have been possible without this kind 
of sustained work in a multiplicity of cultural forms. 

As the RSS has grown, some Hindu revivalist forces, like the Hindu Mahasabha, 
have weakened, while others, such as the Arya Samaj, have been infiltrated by the RSS. 
The details of this process, though fascinating in themselves, are not central to our 
present purposes. What we have to note is the very dangerous implication of this 
process—the RSS has become, for all practical purposes, the sole inheritor of every kind 
of Hindu revivalist current. In other words, all the currents of Hindu revivalist thought 
now help the RSS to consolidate its position. 

The RSS seeks to take over the very diverse, even conflicting belief structures and 
practices of Hinduism in different parts of the country and incorporate them into a 
single, monolithic version of Hinduism. This version of Hinduism is what it calls 
Hindutva. The RSS argues that religion, not language, is the only basis for nationality in 
India—thus, Hindus constitute one nation and the Muslims and other minorities 
constitute other, separate nations. Since India belongs to the Hindus, if any minorities 
wish to stay here, they must do so as second-class citizens. This is what the ‘cultural 
nationalism’ of the RSS actually means. Thus Hindutva is a fundamentally authoritarian, 
anti-minority, upper-caste, patriarchal and masculinist ideology that seeks to destroy the 
multi-lingual, multi-national character of this country and the syncretic nature of the 
belief structures and practices that have characterized the religious and spiritual universe 
of the majority of the people of India. This represents a fundamental assault on not only 
the cultural and spiritual lives of non-Hindus, but on the cultural and spiritual lives of all 
Hindus as well. 

To make Hindutva the dominant ideology in society, the long-term, strategic move of 
the RSS is to peddle Hindutva daily through its many fronts, its schools, its publications, 
its presence in the media, its diverse cultural activities, and so on. In the short run, 
however, the RSS does not feel shy using the classic fascist tactic of physical intimidation 
and attack. The overt reason for each attack is often the same (that the person concerned 
has ‘insulted’ some Hindu deity or hero), the covert reason may vary (somebody may be 
attacked because he or she is a Muslim, somebody for being a Marxist, somebody for 
being lower-caste), but the desired effect is always the same, and that is to create an 
atmosphere of such terror amongst artists, intellectuals, and the people at large that no 
one has the courage to say anything that may be contrary to the ideology of Hindutva. 
That is one reason why each and every such attack, no matter what form it takes, no matter 
what the overt reason may be, has to be condemned, opposed, and resisted. 

The other reason why all attacks on the freedom of expression by the fascists have to 
be opposed . . . is because these attacks are by fascists. Fascism, by its very nature, is 
fundamentally anti-democratic. And it is anti-democratic in every sphere, whether it be on 
the question of equal rights to women, or on the question of the rights of the people to 
protest injustice, or on the right of all citizens to equality before the law, and so on. The 
fundamentally anti-people and anti-national character of this nationalism has to be 
exposed again and again. Each particular, tactical attack serves its long-term, strategic 
aim of doing away with all democratic rights in the end. 



47

t
h
e
 

p
e
r
c
e
p
t
i
b
l
e
 

e
x
p
r
e
s
s
i
o
n
 

o
f
 
i
t
s
 

g
e
o
m
e
t
r
i
c
a
l
 

m
a
d
n
e
s
s
 
t
h
e
 

p
e
r
c
e
p
t
i
b
l
e
 

e
x

p
r
e
s
s
i
o
n
 

o
f
 
i
t
s
 

g
e
o
m
e
t
r
i
c
a
l
 

m
a
d
n
e
s
s
 
t
h
e
 

p
e
r
c
e
p
t
i
b
l
e
 

e
x
p
r
e
s
s
i
o
n
 

o
f
 
i
t
s
 

g
e
o
m
e
t
r
i
c
a
l
 

m
a
d
n
e

s
s
 

t
h
e
 

p
e
r
c
e
p
t
i
b
l
e
 

e
x
p
r
e
s
s
i
o
n
 

o
f
 
i
t
s
 

One cannot hear the 
music well from Ka-Be. 
The beating of the big 
drums and the cymbals 
reach us continuously 
and monotonously, but 
on this weft the 
musical phrases weave 
a  p a t t e r n  o n l y 
i n t e r m i t t e n t l y , 
a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e 
caprices of the wind. 
We all look at each 
other from our beds, 
because we all feel 
that this music is 
infernal.

The tunes are few, a 
dozen, the same ones 
every day, morning and 
evening; marches and 
popular songs dear to 
every German. They lie 
engraven on our minds 
and will be the last 
thing in Lager that we 
shall forget:they are 
the voice of the Lager, 
t h e  p e r c e p t i b l e 
expression of its 
geometrical madness, 
of the resolution of 
others to annihilate 
us first as men in 
order to kill us more 
slowly afterwards.
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think 
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they 

walk 

the 
perceptible 
expression 

of its 
geometrical 
madness the 
perceptible 
expression 
of its geometrical 
madness the 
perceptible 
expression 

of its 
geometrical 
madness 

the 
perceptible 
expression 

of its 

When this music plays 
we know that our 
comrades, out in the 
fog, are marching like 
automatons; their souls 
are dead and the music 
drives them, like the 
w i n d  d r i v e s  d e a d 
leaves, and takes the 
place of their wills. 
There is no longer any 
will; every beat of the 
drum becomes a step, a 
reflected contraction 
of exhausted muscles. 
T h e  G e r m a n s  h a v e 
succeeded in this. They 
are ten thousand and 
they are a single grey 
machine; they are 
exactly determined; 
they do not think and 
they do not desire, 
they walk  . . . .

47



4949

C o m m u n a l i s m  a f t e r  G u j a r a t
a i jaz  ahmad



50 50

When I spoke to Mala [Hashmi], she told me that today’s theme is 
‘Communalism after Gujarat’. I believe that in the past two to three months, five things 
in particular have become apparent. I would like to draw your attention to the deliberate 
timing of these different elements at the same time, within a matter of two or three 
months and this timing appears to me to be the most important thing. What are these 
factors? 

First, the campaign for the temple in Ayodhya. That campaign has been stepped up. 
It has been planned for a long time; it hasn’t happened all of a sudden. I will come to that 
later. Second, what has happened in Gujarat is not a riot, really: it is ethnic cleansing, 
India’s first televized ethnic cleansing. Riots occur when something triggers off a fight 
between two groups of people, in a spontaneous sort of way, and is basically a law and 
order problem. By ethnic cleansing I mean the sort of thing that we find in Bosnia, 
Kosovo. On this, too, I shall elaborate later. The third point is the passage of POTA, the 
Prevention of Terrorism Act. As you know, the transformation of POTO [Prevention of 
Terrorism Ordinance] to POTA took place in a joint session of the two houses of 
Parliament, and was passed by a majority of 129 votes, by any account an overwhelming 
majority. Fourth, and according to me the most dangerous point, is the unconditional 
support of the so-called ‘secular’ allies of the BJP. Note the manner in which the Prime 
Minister, the Law Minister and the Attorney General supported the VHP’s demands, and 
the NDA allies did not take any practical steps; at no point did they even threaten to leave 
the government, let alone actually quit. This I think has been a great test. In Gujarat 
people have seen on the television what has happened, they all know what has 
happened. But the allies did not even make the formal demand that the Modi 
government be dismissed. This I feel is a very important issue, because historically, 
fascism always comes to power as a minority current. Fascism never takes power initially 
as a majority current. It comes to power when the liberal centre collapses and large parts 
of that liberal centre join the fascist forces for their own sectional interests and allow the 
fascists to consolidate themselves as the leading force, and in fact become leaders of a 
newly created power block despite their own minority. In keeping the RSS project going, 
it is the so-called ‘secular’ allies of the BJP who have played the central role. The fifth 
factor is the international context in which all this is taking place. When the discussion 
on POTA was on in Parliament it was being stressed repeatedly that after September 11, 
especially after the UN Resolution, there must be an anti-terrorism law in every country. 
This extraordinary session, joint session of the two houses of Parliament, would be 
dictated by the fact that the order that the Americans are trying to set up requires us to 
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legislate such Acts. In this context I shall touch upon the issues related to Pakistan and 
Kashmir in a while.

The national context of these events is a contradictory one. As Sitaram Yechury has 
just pointed out, the tendencies that we have witnessed in the elections to the UP 
Assembly or the Municipal elections in Delhi would indicate that there is almost an anti-
BJP wave in northern India. As far as electoral politics is concerned, sometimes it seems 
that the decline of the BJP has begun. Even before this decline, though, it should be noted 
that they had merely a quarter of the national vote. It is very unlikely that they will ever 
improve that vote. The likelihood is that their share of the vote might decline, especially 
as Mr Vajpayee, the great liberal figurine of the NDA government, is removed from the 
scene. But on the other hand the alliance of the BJP and its allies is strengthening. The 
AIADMK is making all the noises which indicate that it has shifted over to support this 
alliance, though from the outside still. The National Conference has voted with the 
Government on POTA. And as soon as the Act was passed the first illustrious arrest 
under POTA has been that of Yaseen Malik in Kashmir. Jaya Jaitley of the Samata Party 
came to the defence of the Modi government and the conduct of the Central government 
in relation to Gujarat. For the first time in Andhra an electoral alliance is coming to the 
fore between the TDP and the BJP. Now in large parts of Andhra you are seeing, in local 
elections, fresh posters which carry Vajpayee’s photograph on one side and Naidu’s on 
the other. In West Bengal, there was a time when Mamata Banerjee cherished the fantasy 
of becoming Chief Minister. Now, of course, it seems that her fortunes are on the decline. 
But the important point is that the more she is on the decline, the more her reliance on 
the BJP increases. Although the UP elections have produced a favourable result for the 
secular forces, yet after that there is a new alliance being forged between the BJP and 
Mayawati. The impact of this alliance, I feel, will be felt at the Centre. The earlier alliance 
between the two was restricted to UP, but this time in all probability it will be felt at the 
Centre as well.

Another tendency, which has been there for 10 to 12 years or more, is that the real 
beneficiary of all this has been the RSS. Even though the BJP has weakened, the RSS and 
its other fronts—VHP [Vishwa Hindu Parishad] and Bajrang Dal—have been 
strengthened. I call this low intensity democracy. We still have democracy in India, but 
now we have low intensity democracy, which may prove to be a prelude to a full-fledged 
fascist upheaval. This is a long drawn out process. It will not happen tomorrow. 
Hopefully, if we fight hard enough, it will never happen. But the tendency is towards 
eroding Indian democracy from inside, from a sturdy democracy to a very low intensity 
democracy and moving towards a more and more authoritarian national security state of 
which POTA is a part.

Let us turn now to the Ayodhya campaign. All that has been happening for the last 
10–12 years is a matter to ponder over. One, Narasimha Rao’s calculation in allowing 
them to demolish the mosque was probably to let them do it, so that this would knock 
the wind out of the sails of their campaign. They were granted permission to perform 
pujas and even to construct a makeshift mandir. Since then full-scale preparations have 
been on for temple construction. Work has been on in front of the eyes of all subsequent 
governments—including the United Front government. You will recall the Supreme 
Court judgement in which the learned court opined that Hindutva is Hinduism. In that 
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context, the latest Supreme Court order that bars the VHP and others to begin 
construction on any part of the land is a good judgement. But the Attorney General, Soli 
Sorabjee, is labelling this an interim judgement. We haven’t seen where it is going yet. 
We will see how far the judiciary is willing to take strong steps on this issue. The larger 
problem though is of low intensity democracies. Problems which should be solved 
through the political process are being dragged to the Supreme Court. And that is exactly 
what the Supreme Court has said, that such problems should be solved through the 
political process, that you cannot expect courts to provide solutions. To what extent the 
judiciary can rescue the nation from the events of the political arena, then, remains to be 
seen.

I believe that what the RSS wants from the BJP is, first, help in subverting Indian 
democracy from the inside. In India, democracy is so well-entrenched that you cannot 
carry out a fascist coup overnight. You have to go through the institutions of democracy, 
in order to get to the other side of democracy, given the Indian conditions. In this phase, 
it is imperative for them to form a government somehow, as part of a broad coalition of 
15 to 20 parties if need be, formally declare a secular agenda, and ensure the infiltration 
of their own cadre in the state and military bureaucracies. In other words, the enterprise 
is to take over the State from the inside by the power of appointments. If they remain in 
power for any length of time, the State machinery will be transformed from the inside, 
not through a frontal take-over but through transformation. And I stress again that the 
role of the NDA allies is the most dangerous, as they are allowing the BJP full access to the 
state machinery. Of and on they might appoint someone from the allies for this post or 
that, but by and large the BJP controls the show. A very fundamental transformation of 
the State machinery is going on under their noses. 

One thing we must realize when we talk of the BJP and the RSS is that the real fascist 
party is actually the RSS, and the BJP is only its parliamentary front. The second use the 
RSS has made of the BJP can be understood in this context. Whatever be the state of the 
BJP, the RSS is happy so long as the other front organizations, the VHP, Bajrang Dal, etc., 
keep expanding. The RSS, then, uses the parliamentary front in order to strengthen and 
widen the span of the truly fascist fronts. This has happened even when the BJP’s own 
vote has gone down. When the BJP loses an election here or there we are delighted—as 
indeed we should be, the BJP should lose—but their second objective, that of expanding 
these other fronts, goes on unseen, unhampered. Thus the BJP is not averse to making 
any kind of compromises in order to stay in power, so that that strategic aim can be 
achieved. 

The third objective is the recomposition of the political centre. The RSS–BJP is the far 
right; we are the left; but in the middle, there is a lot happening. The centre of gravity in 
India in the 20–25 years after Independence was left of centre. There was a right and 
there was a left, but the centre of gravity was to the left. What the RSS wants is to shift 
the centre of gravity from here, the left-centre, to there, the far right. The rule of the BJP 
serves to legitimize the idea that one day the RSS can rule this country. The BJP is 
gradually breaking up the parties of the centre and allying them to itself. And now there 
is no inhibition anywhere in getting into any kind of understanding with them. What 
this does is to shift the terms of debate. Some time ago, no one would have imagined that 
the shankaracharyas, etc. will be the people arbitrating disputes. In the Ayodhya issue it 
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is amazing how a shankaracharya is called to intervene between Hindu communalists 
and Muslim communalists. And terms of debate are altering so much in this country, that 
unquestionably secular people, for example Harish Khare of The Hindu, or the people at 
Outlook, are expressing opinions that this or that in the shankaracharya’s formula is 
workable and with certain adjustments it could form a perfect solution. The RSS and the 
BJP have changed the terms of debate even for people who are fundamentally secular. 
Even they are thinking in such a manner that communal propositions become a part of 
the liberal discourse.

In all this, Vajpayee’s own role has been very dangerous. He has been an RSS 
pracharak for 60 years. Every once in a while he even declares that ‘I have been an RSS 
pracharak and will continue to do so’, etc. And yet the liberal centre has needed to 
portray him as somebody who stands against the extremity of the RSS. This is a drama—
and all the roles are carefully assigned. Vajpayee’s role is that of the liberal, Advani’s role 
is that of a patrician angry man, Murli Manohar Joshi’s role is of a vulgar angry man. It is 
a complete drama. Three months before the Kumbh mela in which they decided on the 
dates for the construction of the temple, Vajpayee said in December 2000, on the 6th of 
December to be precise, that the construction of the Ram temple, or what they call the 
rebuilding of the Ram temple, is the historic aspiration of the Hindus, and this is an 
unfinished national task. So three months before the VHP actually takes off with its 
campaign, Vajpayee had already authorized it to do so, publicly. The important part is: 
publicly.

This campaign has a deep relation with what happened in Gujarat. 
The first point of note is that they were saying till now, till the beginning of this year 

[2002], that a BJP government is necessary for the protection of the minorities. Riots have 
occurred in states ruled by other parties. With our government in place, they claimed, we 
will keep peace and you will be secure. You accept our political supremacy and we will 
ensure your physical security. That this was not entirely true is another matter, but what 
is important now is that their claim has changed. Now they are showing what they can 
do wherever there is an RSS government. This is an extraordinary turn, this is a historic 
turn. What we are witnessing now is a direct demonstration of their striking power and 
that demonstration has a curious aspect. Inside Gujarat, the ethnic cleansing has been 
widespread, it has not been restricted to cities, it has spread to villages, even to some 
adivasi areas. Outside Gujarat, on the other hand, along the border in Maharashtra where 
the Shiv Sena is so active, or in Rajasthan where the RSS and the BJP have a strong 
presence, nothing has happened. So they determine the territory, the scope, the intensity 
of the attack very carefully. In Gujarat they will show us what they are capable of; but 
they will keep it all to Gujarat. During Advani’s rath yatra, rivers of blood flowed 
through the entire country. Today, first they said they will construct the temple, then the 
Supreme Court ordered the maintenance of the status quo, so they had to say, alright we 
won’t construct. And then they showed us how they can kill. In the state which has 
become their laboratory for future experimentation on fascist rule, they have shown us 
what they are capable of. And while this is on, laws such as POTA will be enforced on the 
minorities, on the left, on any opposition. You can label anyone a terrorist—even Yasser 
Arafat has been labelled a terrorist by the Israelis.

We all know that communal tension is not new to Gujarat. What I find extremely 
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dangerous this time around, though, is the extent to which it has spread, and its 
duration. There is no doubt about it, this is what we call ethnic cleansing. You ‘purify’ 
entire villages, just throw everyone out. Second, the way the state machinery has been 
used. It has been seen earlier as well, in other places, what sort of a role the state 
machinery has played. But the openness with which it has participated this time, is of a 
different level. Many people have reported the rioters’ slogan: yeh andar ka baat hai, police 
hamare saath hai (the inside story is that the police are with us). Third, what is notable 
today is the cross-caste terror network that they have built, across the castes and even 
non-castes, including adivasis, dalits, OBCs. The project of Hinduization which they 
have been conducting in Gujarat, that project is being consolidated now. Fourth, just as 
they tried to build a cross-caste alliance, there has been cross-class targeting. From the 
highest of the political elite among the Muslims, to the professional classes and 
shopkeepers, right down to the most downtrodden elements of the peasantry in the 
countryside: their target has been the entire class graph. This was witnessed for the first 
time in the Bombay riots of 1992–93. The illusions which some of the Muslim upper 
classes have that by building patronage linkages with the government, with saffron 
yuppies, they could ensure their safety, that started breaking in Bombay. That was when 
the upper bourgeoisie among the Muslims realized that they were ultimately Muslims. 
In ethnic cleansing class doesn’t matter. Class protection is finished.

What has also been horrific is the level of violence and the kind of savagery. Wombs 
of pregnant women were cut open and their foetuses burnt. Some of this savagery 
entered our drawing rooms via the television. Gujarat 2002, as I said at the outset, has 
been India’s first televized ethnic cleansing. Without doubt, some sections of the media 
played a courageous role in bringing it to us. But that role remained more or less 
restricted to the urban areas. Therefore, the amount of killing and the kind of savagery 
that has been going on in the countryside has remained largely undocumented, largely 
unseen and not understood. Then there is the other problem. So long as the spectacular 
was happening, the media was there. When violence ceased to be spectacular and 
became routine, the media lost interest. But I want to draw your attention to something 
else as well. Recently it has been heard that Star TV is terminating its deal with the 
NDTV, and the reason is that Star doesn’t have editorial control. NDTV has kept the 
editorial control with themselves. The timing of this break is very interesting. We have 
often heard that the government of India is unhappy with Star for its alleged anti-BJP 
stance. Now, just a couple of weeks after the coverage of Gujarat, Star says that they are 
going to break this relationship with NDTV. 

Another thing we have witnessed in Gujarat is that, at the local level, petty leaders of 
the Congress have taken active part in the rioting. As I was saying, the crisis not only 
affects those parties which are allied with the BJP, but at the local level, where it becomes 
a question of petty interests, it affects the so-called liberal centre as well.

It is in this context that we have seen the passage of POTA. I have already talked 
about the timing of this passage. Obviously, the international situation is very favourable 
for the passage of such laws. Here, I want to stress just one more point, that after 
September 11 it seems everyone feels very threatened by Islamic terrorism, but not  by 
Hindu terrorism, not by RSS terrorism. This is very significant. Terrorism with a global 
reach, as Bush calls it, is the terrorism which is opposed to the United States. The 
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terrorism which is opposed to American interests is terrorism. RSS terrorism, on the other 
hand, is not terrorism because RSS terrorism is pro-imperialist. Imperialism has nothing 
to fear from it. Nothing belonging to it will be burnt or destroyed. 

I will make just one brief point about minority communalism. If you don’t fulfil 
demands for justice and equality, a sense of frustration will be born in a people. Some of 
them will in fact become terrorists, they will take up arms, they will do something 
desperate. Desperation is a necessary consequence of your legitimate aspirations having 
been blocked. The irrational elements build up a following among the minority 
communities, out of this frustration and out of fear of what is going to happen to them. 

In the meanwhile, the RSS project for the reconstitution of India goes on merrily. In 
the cultural field, on all levels of culture, they are on the offensive. Education, systems of 
knowledge, has always been a central issue for them. They have tried to set up their own 
parallel educational structure wherever they could. Indoctrination has proceeded at the 
lowest levels of education, and has gone upward. Preparation of parallel textbooks has 
been going on in the RSS. They have been preparing their own parallel syllabuses for a 
long time. Or ways of teaching approved syllabuses that would convey their message. 
They have a lot of experience in this. Wherever they have had their governments, in the 
states or at the centre, they have initiated projects of rewriting textbooks. It is not as if all 
this has come about suddenly, once they have come to power. What we are witnessing 
today is a point of culmination of a long drawn out process which they initiated a long 
time ago. Education has always been a central area of concern for them. 

Then there is the struggle over history, over the interpretation of history from the 
earliest moment to the present. This is part of the struggle over the Hindu heritage itself, 
over what constitutes this heritage. For them, for the project of constructing a cultural 
monolith, State power is very important. Since the National Movement, in fact I would 
say since the 1920s, in India there have been struggles which have had certain cultural 
and political visions about the nation. On the one side there is a secular, democratic, 
revolutionary view of the transformation of Indian society in the direction of secularism, 
democracy, socialism—this has been the view of the left. The second view was the 
historic project of the Congress. The creation of a national bourgeois project relatively 
autonomous from imperialism. And there has been the project of the Hindu right, for the 
fascist reconstitution of India. This too was born in the 1920s, and apart from the RSS, the 
Hindu Mahasabha has also been part of this project. During the National Movement, as 
we all know, they remained completely peripheral as there were workers’ and peasants’ 
organizations expanding on a vast scale. There was the Communist movement itself 
which was very deeply connected with the growth of workers’ and peasants’ 
organizations. But there were other elements too. There were socialist elements within 
the Congress, there was Gandhi’s own peasant populism and reform Hinduism, if I may 
put it that way, and there was the upsurge of the dominated castes, all the way from 
[Jyotiba] Phule to Ambedkar to Periyar and so on. Periyar, of course, was a figure that 
connected very many of these tendencies against the right. 

The result of all this was that the Indian National Movement was the largest peasant 
movement in history. Larger even than the Chinese Revolution, because it mobilized 
more peasants. It is due to this massive mobilization of the peasants that India gained 
Independence. The peasant, of course, did not get much land, but he got democracy, 
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juridic equality. Not class equality, but juridic equality. Over 20 million peasant 
households rose up against colonial rule. Once mobilized, they could not be sent home 
without some degree of agrarian reform, but especially without full rights of citizenship. 
Indian democracy has been essentially that. Wherever a Third World country has gained 
Independence, wherever a national project has taken shape, there has been a very clear 
choice before the national bourgeoisie, the choice of alignment. The bourgeoisie can align 
either with the peasantry or it can align with imperialism. Bourgeois rule in a Third World 
country is not possible. And sooner or later, if you look at it historically, every national 
bourgeoisie has betrayed the peasant. 

This has been the real crisis of our country. In the first 25 years after Independence, 
they tried to shape a bourgeois project in which, through agrarian reforms, they created a 
rich peasant class, but betrayed the poor peasant. On the industrial front, they tried to 
shape a national bourgeois project through protection, State sector, and so on. I believe 
that secularism was part of that entire project—of democracy, the so-called ‘socialistic’ 
development, slight agrarian reform, slight protection of the national economy, mass 
education of the technical sort, etc. Secularism was a part of that project. The limits of 
that project were reached quite soon, and by the 1970s it was fully in crisis. The crisis of 
secularism begins more or less at the same time. The old system enters into a crisis as 
symbolized by the Emergency, and the main beneficiary of that was the RSS. This fact, 
that the benefits of the Emergency were reaped by the RSS, points to the choice before 
Jaiprakash Narayan. When the Emergency was declared, JP’s spontaneous movement 
had no organization to run the struggle. There was a choice before him, either to go 
towards the right with the RSS, or go towards the left with the CPI(M), the only two 
parties against the Emergency which had organizational skills. JP made his choice. 
Socialists generally made their choice in that moment. And I believe today’s crisis was 
born at that moment. And that is the reason why, by the time we reach the 1990s, 
saffronization and neo-liberalism, saffronization and globalization come to India together. 
The economic project, the political project, and the cultural project of the right coincides. 
This is the crisis. At this time I feel that the greatest contradiction is that while you find 
that the vast majority of the people really don’t subscribe to the saffron project, in the 
political field, it is only the left which represents that. In a way there is a political collapse 
of the centre which is not ready to represent what is being felt among the masses. What 
the left parties are doing in the political sphere is before us. In the cultural field, the right 
is building a consciousness and building it in such a dangerous fashion that some 
sections of even the most oppressed sometimes join up with them. So the real problem 
for the cultural activists of the left, for all of you here, is the formation of consciousness 
and to organize that consciousness. That is where you intervene culturally, because the left 
wing cultural workers are the only cultural workers who are able to represent, to give 
voice to, the refusal of the great majority of our people to join up in the fascist project. I 
will not speak about cultural forms, cultural language; you know that better than me. But 
what is clear is that in the context of the complexity with which the right is reorganizing 
this entire field, intervening from top to bottom, how it is perceiving, taking hold of, the 
social complexities of class, caste, region, how it is trying to add all this to its own project, 
the cultural languages and forms that you would shape have to address that complexity. 
You will have to return to the local field of politics, economy and culture as it is 
constituted in each particular place. The high cultural forms and media are not very well 
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suited to perform this task. This is the task which the people’s theatre can fulfil. It is 
people who can disperse among the masses, who can actually reach very many areas of 
this experience and bring it back and give it cultural form and thus give voice to the 
wishes of the masses, who can actually perform this task.

discussion

q. What do you think is the significance of the fact that all this has happened in Gujarat? Why 
Gujarat?

a. Gujarat and Orissa area two states in India, where I haven’t travelled too much, so 
don’t take my word for granted. But it seems to me that Gujarat has a massive history of 
rightwing reform. Gandhi plays a very conservative role in Gujarat. And he is very much 
a part of this, what I take to be Gujarat’s particular history of rightwing reform. Now, this 
does not automatically, or even necessarily, lead to communalism. But in the growth of 
the RSS in Gujarat, rightwing Hindu reform has had a very special role. Gandhiji’s 
strategy was to facilitate certain kinds of protest, but constantly restrain real upsurge of 
the working or the oppressed classes, to incorporate them all in a hegemonic project. In 
Gujarat it has been quite successful. Rightwing Congress had a hold in Gujarat at that 
time which was quite special. It is not a coincidence that Sardar Patel emerged from 
Gujarat.

q. But doesn’t Gandhism also preach coexistence, secularism, etc.?

a. You know, Gandhism itself isn’t much of a living force in Gujarat. And I don’t want to 
give the impression that I think that Gandhi was communal. That he was not. I was only 
referring to the fact that socially, Gandhi is very much part of a rightwing Hindu reform 
movement, and politically, he helps keep check on the radicalism of the oppressed, and 
both these help prepare the ground for the communalism of the RSS kind. 

q. The Congress has done very well in almost all elections in the past few months. Do you see it 
being able to displace the BJP from power?

a. You know, I don’t have a very rosy view of the matter. If we have to choose between 
the two . . . The BJP has what I call a programmatic communalism. It has a programme of 
communalism. And the Congress has pragmatic communalism. It adopts a secular or a 
communal stand depending on its immediate perceived interest. The Congress has 
always been exceedingly cautious at the level of the leadership. Today they have a crisis 
of leadership at the top. There is no one to lead. If that crisis weren’t there, they’d have a 
brilliant chance of replacing the BJP. But the more important point is that in Gujarat, on 
the ground level, you need someone to engage in ideological contestation. And that is 
what the Congress seems singularly uninterested in doing.

q. You made the point that unlike at the time of the rath yatra, this time the pogrom was limited to 
Gujarat. Why? Why not other parts of India?

a. In Gujarat they could control it. Right now, in Maharashtra, they don’t have the state 
machinery in their hands. Nor in Rajasthan, or Madhya Pradesh, or UP. With state 
machinery in hand, they may have acted quite differently. Gujarat is a stronghold of 
theirs at the moment. When I say ‘theirs’, I actually mean the hardcore RSS. We don’t 
know what is going on in there, but from the way they are acting, I get a feeling that 
there is a tension within the RSS. I think there is a part of the RSS which is losing 
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patience. They are saying that now you have such a splendid opportunity—forces both 
within and beyond the nation are with you, so maximize your benefits. This is the time. I 
think through what they did, they wanted to see how far they can go before the breaking 
point comes. Till what point they take the NDA allies with them is yet to be seen. They 
are testing what the political threshold in India is. In that, they have been eminently 
successful: look at the way the NDA allies have been with them through everything. And 
I feel within the RSS there is a wing that says press your advantage now. I get the 
feeling—this is a hypothesis which I would like to study, I can’t say with conviction, but 
it is my guess—that is the wing that has been very active in Gujarat. 

The other point is, you know, it is a beautiful balance. From the beginning they knew 
the limits of the main campaign in Ayodhya. Given the kind of Supreme Court we have, 
the kind of Chief Justice we have, they knew that they will not be allowed to start 
construction. But they were making all kinds of claims. Now, how would they climb 
down from that? So on the other side, they showed us what they are capable of. That is 
why I have been saying that the timing interests me very much—mandir, Gujarat, POTA, 
all came together. All fascist forces are well organized. It has been a historic characteristic 
of fascists that they expend a lot of energy on learning how to concentrate forces, and how 
to disperse forces. When they are going to hit, they don’t disperse too much. In 1992, 
when they demolished the Masjid, that was a fascist spectacle of an amazing kind 
precisely in that they demonstrated with chilling efficiency how to concentrate, how to 
disperse. They control Gujarat. There, they could concentrate their forces and their attack 
very precisely. If it had spread beyond that, it would disperse, for it would go out of 
control.

q. Aren’t you underestimating the importance of the electoral defeats of the BJP? After all, losing 
elections cannot be a good thing for them.

a. If you look at it statistically—whatever statistics are available to us—it clear that from 
the 1960s the RSS’s membership has increased, not decreased. Before that, in the 1950s, it 
had decreased. After the RSS was born, for 15–17 years it increased, then at the very 
height of the National Movement it decreased. During the Partition it spread 
spectacularly in Punjab. Due to Gandhi’s assassination and the kind of state that India 
became, for the next 10 years or so either it decreased or remained the same. But since the 
1960s, it has only increased. Whether the BJP, or earlier the Jan Sangh, declines or rises, 
that doesn’t bother it. That is why I’ve been saying, if you want to study the fascist 
project in India in its totality, the electoral ups and downs of the BJP in this or that state, 
that is one barometer, but by no means the only barometer. What bothers me about the 
BJP’s victories in elections is that they get more resources in their hands to do a number 
of very nasty things. But it’s not a barometer of where the RSS project is going. It has 
happened in the past that precisely at the time when the electoral fortunes of the BJP 
have gone down, some of the more fascist fronts of the RSS, and the RSS itself, have 
registered significant growth.

q. If democracy was won by the peasantry in the course of the National Movement, was 
secularism also won by the peasantry? And if today the secular project is under threat, does that 
mean that there has been some difference in the secular character of the peasantry? Indeed, how 
‘secular’ has our peasantry been?

A related question: what is the relation between communalism and religiosity?
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a. The relation between communalism and religiosity is a very twisted matter indeed! 
But before that, let me come to the first question. You know, there is a difference between 
the way you are looking at the matter and the way I am looking at it. Yes, secularism was 
a part of that project. Without the rest of that project secularism can’t exist in this country. 
If you want to maintain secularism, you would have to strengthen the struggles of the 
peasantry and the struggles for democracy. By that I don’t mean that our peasantry is 
very secular or that the decline of secularism causes great distress to the peasants. What I 
was saying was that with Independence, the poor and landless peasants did not get land, 
but they got the freedom to vote. This is a class compromise. Indian Independence was a 
class compromise. The bourgeoisie organized the peasantry under its class hegemony by 
promising the peasantry all kinds of things. But when the bourgeois State came into 
being, what came out of it was a class compromise. In that compromise, the major 
element that the peasantry was given was democracy. Now, secularism was part of the 
larger project, of course. But it is not so mechanical, it is not a mathematical formula. 

On the other matter: my opinion is that there is no such thing as religiosity as such. 
Religiosity is a lived experience, and in our times especially, an organized experience. So 
religiosity as such doesn’t create communalism, nor is it anti-communal. What sort of 
religiosity you have, how that religiosity works in your social reality—that will determine 
what relationship you have with communalism. Religiosity as such I don’t think takes 
you anywhere . . . It’s a combination of things within which a religious sentiment results. 
Religious sentiment remains embedded in various things. At the broadest level, I would 
say that to the extent that religion is usually connected with social conservatism, caste 
conservatism, subservience to structures of oppression, it opens a field for communal 
politics and many other kinds of rightwing politics. That is what generally happens. That 
is not in the nature of religion. That is how religion actually exists in society. 

In India, in north India in particular, the differentiation that has resulted from 
agrarian reforms has led to the rich peasant becoming richer and coming closer to the 
lower levels of the landlord class, and the lower peasantry becoming more and more 
destitute as is now happening even more rapidly under globalization. It is important to 
note that the rich peasantry and the semi-urban mercantile capitalists have been 
politically mobilized in the north. Now, the way political differentiation has taken place 
among the rich peasantry, the middle castes who were the main beneficiaries, some of 
them went one way and some of them went the other way. Actually, the rich peasantry as 
a class is much more prone to getting institutionalized in the rightwing projects. The 
contradictions within them arise due to caste. They don’t form a single block, as they 
don’t belong to the same caste. They remain confined to the caste formations at the local 
and regional levels. But as a class they are inclined towards the rightwing project. That is 
why most of them are exceedingly unreliable even when they become allies. When they 
become allies, we should accept them as such. But we shouldn’t believe in them as allies.

q. I think you will agree that the RSS project is to create a Hindu church of some kind, and absorb 
everyone in their brahmanical and patriarchal system. In this context, could you elaborate on your 
last point, about looking at forms of social organization locally?

a. This RSS project is without doubt an upper-caste project, a project of brahmanization, 
sanskritization. I agree. The RSS wants to constitute itself into a Hindu church of the 
medieval Catholic type, create a coincidence between the Church and the State, etc., etc. I 
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have been writing about it, I believe that this is its real form. This is linked to the point 
about homogeneity which Sitaram Yechury raised, and this homogeneity is both of 
religion and the market. The left has said this many times, and it is of course true. I was 
only trying to draw your attention to something else, which I think has happened for the 
first time in India’s history. Look at the way in which this project has spread among those 
who have historically been the victims of brahmanization, saffronization—the various 
oppressed peoples, dominated castes, poor peasantry. A number of them have been 
mobilized by the Hindu right in Gujarat. When this happens in the cities, one can 
understand that. The lumpen proletariat have been historically the stormtroopers of 
fascism. But when we find this happening among the peasantry . . . In Gujarat in 
particular, more than anywhere else, the VHP has done this with such force! This has not 
dropped out of the sky, this too has had its own history. They have been doing a lot of 
things—attacks on Christians, mobilization of the Hinduized adivasis against the 
Christian church, etc. They have studied with some care the contradictions in people’s 
consciousness—you know, actually sent their pracharaks to different parts of the country 
to study what sort of structure exists in each place. They may try to homogenize, but 
they are aware of the entire heterogeneity which exists in this country. That heterogeneity 
is factored in, in their calculations, and they conduct their politics on that basis. These are 
local forms of apprehending reality on the ground according to which you formulate the 
appropriate strategies. The people’s consciousness, which we try to reach through our 
cultural work, it has layers. Some layers are formed historically, others are formed 
through existence, through contemporary social pressures. They, the RSS, are trying to 
catch those. Cultural forms may be secular, communal, tolerant, feudal, whatever, but by 
and large, cultural forms are essentially local. Consciousness keeps getting formed, it is 
never fixed and permanent, and a modality has to be worked out through which 
intervention can take place. Our cultural forms have to address that complexity of 
consciousness. How do people interact, people with different kinds of consciousness, 
different kinds of historical experience, that is what we have to study. 

q. The scenario on the whole looks pretty bleak. Are there any resources of hope?

a. It is my feeling that events like the rath yatra or the demolition of the Babri Masjid is 
giving rise to two kinds of emotions in the country. What happened in Gujarat, there is 
no doubt that there is revulsion against it. People are saying, what kind of society are you 
constructing? What kind of a nation are you building? One kind of passion emerges 
within the Hindu right, the RSS. Another kind of passion is of the common people—it 
may be the liberal middle classes, who are disgusted by it, or others. The problem is that 
the RSS is ready to consolidate the rightwing sentiment; for 70 years they have been 
performing this task. Who will harness the other sentiment? It is not being harnessed as 
all parties of the centre—by centre I mean between the RSS and the left—they are so 
vacillating, so compromising, so unwilling to have a firm position on this—and that 
includes everybody, even Mulayam Singh Yadav. Some align with them, some go against 
them. This is crisis of the centre. The only people who can harness this sentiment are 
people of the Left. In this I recognize that there are organizational, financial constraints. 
Shyamaprasad Mookerjee must have opened 20–25 schools for Bengali children. A 
common Bengali who has no relation to communalism but wants to educate his child in 
Bengali, sends his children to these. There the child learns Bengali as well as RSS 
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ideology. They have the financial resources. We may or may not have them. But we do 
have ideological resources, and we must have the will to harness the passions that result 
from revulsion to their kind of politics. I do believe that the vast majority of the Indian 
people do not like what they are doing. 

q. Can the left can do anything to counter their pernicious propaganda?

a. The left tries its best. The relative strengths and weaknesses we have, the way that the 
class blocks have been formed—this crisis is an overall one, it is political, cultural, it is 
everywhere, and it has many aspects. The left tries, that is why you and I are sitting here 
to find some way. I can’t tell you how you will give cultural expression to it, what play to 
put up. I do not know how to do it. I try to do other things. If I had the answer then this 
issue would have been solved by now, the RSS would have finished! We need to struggle, 
in whatever ways we can.

q. The point that you raised about Gujarat, regarding the cross-class violence. Is it then that the 
demarcation of classes is eroding?

a. Sorry, sorry, I obviously failed to communicate what I meant. What I was saying was 
that the Muslim bourgeoisie of Bombay, of Gujarat, of Hyderabad, of any place—but 
Bombay in particular, because Bombay has a genuine Muslim bourgeoisie—they believed 
that they were so much a part of the Indian bourgeoisie as a class, and so distant from the 
poor Muslim, that that class belonging would protect them. You know what I mean: the 
belief that all of this happens at lower levels of society. We are a part of the enlightened, 
Bombay bourgeoisie; some of us are Muslims, some of us are Parsi, some of us are 
Hindus, but we are all the same class . . . This class belonging, and the illusion that 
because you belong to this class you may not get hit, that illusion collapsed in Bombay. 
Because what they found was that the RSS and Shiv Sena had been very carefully 
collecting addresses of shops, houses, business establishments, and so on, and they came 
and hit. So even very upper class blocks of flats, where the uppermost Muslim bourgeoisie 
lived, those kinds of flats were attacked. I have met some of those people. They told me 
that their neighbours gave them protection to begin with, but within one week they 
started being very impatient: the time has come, now you are getting too much of a 
burden for us, and so on. And they immediately realized how fragile that class bonding 
was. That is what I was talking about.

And that is what has happened in Gujarat. Some of it happened in the Surat riots in 
1992. But this time, far more methodically. It happened in Ahmedabad, in Baroda, in all 
those places, methodically. A very highly placed Muslim civil servant going in his car, 
and the car gets attacked. An ex-MP is burnt alive. Everyone knows these people, their 
power and privileges. But they can no longer hide behind their class privilege. You know, 
it is somewhat like the racial situation in the West, except that it’s not written here [on 
the forehead] that you’re a Muslim. So you may get away with it—for a while. Barkha 
Dutt has written about when the NDTV group was going in a car, and these VHP, 
Bajrang Dal goons came and asked them what their religion was. She thought that it was 
not prudent for her to reveal her agnostic beliefs. So they all said Hindu, but were 
immediately very concerned because one cameraman was actually a Muslim. You know, 
suddenly you start thinking of this friend of yours as a Muslim. And you know that they 
will selectively come and get him, except that there is no way that he looks particularly 
‘Muslim’. So there is that kind of protection. Otherwise that is what happens in race riots 
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in the West: it doesn’t matter what class you are, the colour of your skin taints you. 

q. Isn’t it true that in Gujarat, the unemployed youth, the retrenched worker has taken part in the 
rioting?  

a. Arrey bhaiya, class misery is a terrible thing. If you organize it, it can become 
Communist. If they organize it, it becomes fascist. No particular kind of politics arises out 
of the experience of misery, hunger, destitution, daily insult, etc. They have been able to 
organize it. Now one could say that this is classical: the lumpen bourgeoisie is always a 
ready resource for the fascists. In our society, this is a very serious, fundamental problem. 
You see, the size of the so-called informal economy is so huge. It is a predominant part of 
many of our urban centres. There is a lot of misery there. So it’s a question of who 
organizes it. I always believe and I always say that organization is actually much more 
important than ideology. You may keep talking of ideology, but at the end of the day, the 
one with organization manages to consolidate. The Iranian revolution, you know, was 
made by a minority of people, because they were well organized, while the left was not. 
There are historical reasons why it was not, but in the end all that becomes an academic 
question, doesn’t it, once fascism is triumphant. So there is no escape from it: organize, or 
perish.

[Talk delivered on 31 March 2002. Aijaz Ahmad is a cultural and political analyst based in New Delhi. 
He holds the Rajiv Gandhi Chair at the Jawaharlal Nehru University and writes regularly for Frontline.]
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We know where we 
come from; the 

memories of the 
world outside crowd 

our  sleeping and 
our waking hours, 
we become aware, 

with amazement, that 
we have forgotten 

nothing, every 
memory evoked rises 

in front of us 
painfully clear.

But where we are 
going we do not 

know. Will we 
perhaps be able to 

survive the 
illnesses and 

escape the 
selections, perhaps 

even resist the 
work and hunger 

which wear us out—
but then, 

afterwards? Here, 
momentarily, far away 
from the curses and 

the blows, we can 
re-enter
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into ourselves and 
meditate, and then 
it becomes clear 
that we will not 
return. We 
travelled here in 
the 

sealed wagons; we 
saw our women and 
our children leave 
toward nothingness; 
we transformed into 
slaves, have 
marched a hundred 
times backwards and 
forwards to our 
silent labours, 
killed in our 
spirit long before 
our anonymous 
death. No one must 
leave here and so 
carry to the world, 
together with the 
sign impressed on 
his skin, the evil 
tidings of what 
man’s presumption 
made of man in 
Auschwitz . . . 
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G l o b a l i z a t i o n  a n d  c u l t u r e
mal in i  bhat tachar ya

killed in our spirit 
long before our annymous 
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When we talk about globalization, we are using the term in a very special 
sense. We are using it, not in the sense in which we sometimes talk of the global 
transmission of culture. Culture always tends to globalize itself. It does not have any 
regard for boundaries. We always find that people living next to each other or people 
living far off from each other share cultural experiences, exchange cultural experiences, 
and so culture is really like a river that flows freely across geographical boundaries. In 
that sense, culture has always tended to globalize itself. But here, of course, we are using 
the term in a much more specialized sense, in the sense in which the term is being used 
for the last two decades or so in our country in connection with structural adjustment 
programmes, in connection with the establishment of the World Trade Organization, and 
so on. But we also know that globalization, in this specific sense has very important 
effects on culture, or it has very important links with our cultural consciousness. And 
again, when I speak of cultural consciousness I am using the term in a very broad sense. 
As you know, one sense in which we use the word ‘culture’ is to talk about specific 
cultural formations—linguistic formations like literature, visual formations like the 
plastic arts, the performative arts, films, and so on. This is one sense in which we use the 
word culture. But we also use the word culture in a broader sense, in the sense of our 
perceptions of life, our values, the ideological underpinnings of our experiences. All 
these also are part of culture. So I am using the word in both senses in my presentation.

We know these things that I’ve just been talking about in a broad manner, but as yet, 
we are rather vague about the exact relations between globalization and culture. We are 
all in the process of finding out and exploring. I will start my presentation with a story, 
an experience that I had in the mid-1980s. I was talking to an old folk artiste of Bengal 
who was—he is now dead—an agricultural labourer, a dalit, and he had been associated 
with the IPTA from the 1940s. He had used the form of the kirtan—it’s a very popular 
musical form, generally used for religious content—to sing about the defence of 
Leningrad in the 1940s. We were talking and he asked me, ‘Please tell me, what is Star 
Wars? We are hearing about Star Wars all the time, what is Star Wars?’ So I asked him in 
turn, ‘Why do you want to know?’ And he answered, ‘Because then I can compose songs 
on it.’ Now this is a conversation that I have remembered, and I have drawn from it the 
lesson that if globalization in the sphere of culture is a process, we certainly cannot say 
that its impact in our country comes in a vacuum. 

Sometimes we hear the thesis of the passive subaltern, who merely mimics or reflects 
metropolitan culture coming from the West. We have also heard about the silent 
subaltern who cannot speak, being excluded from the metropolitan cultural code because 
he or she doesn’t know English. In other words, he or she cannot share in this code and 
therefore is silenced. I find both these images of the passive subaltern and the silent 
subaltern to be unacceptable. India, in its different regions, has very strong traditions in 
literature, films, theatre, different forms of folk culture prevailing particularly in the rural 
areas, and when the process of globalization comes, it impinges upon this already 
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existing, fertile, and complex field. The effects of globalization are of course most evident 
in the explosion that has taken place in the electronic media in the last two decades. But, 
even before globalization started, electronic media had been there in our country. Also 
we cannot say that globalization brought commercialization because even before 
globalization there had been commercialization of culture. We had had a very 
widespread film culture, an international market for Indian films—I think it is the largest 
film producing country in the world. And there have been video and audio cassettes 
which penetrate into the rural areas; it is not as if they are confined to the urban areas 
alone. So this has already been there. Talking of audio and video cassettes, we must recall 
that even before the process of globalization started properly from the mid-1980s, the 
Ram Janmabhoomi campaign itself used, very largely, audio and video cassettes for the 
dissemination of its poison.

Apart from this, there are also books and journals in the regional languages for 
which there is a readership in every state, in every region. In the metropolitan cities we 
do find a small elite who use English as a kind of a lingua franca, but outside that, you 
see that the cultural practices of the urban and the rural middle classes, and also the 
urban and the rural poor, are very much embedded in regional cultural codes, in regional 
linguistic codes. Now, of course when we talk of globalization in culture, we are very 
often thinking of the control over these vast cultural spaces in India, and this is  the 
reason why the great multimedia giants are seeking to create a market here for their 
products. What Sitaram had said yesterday, what Aijaz had said yesterday about the 
process of homogenization that globalization brings along, of course, is very true. The 
effort to homogenize the market, so that the demand for these cultural goods may be 
created, is very much a reality in our situation. But I would like to modify this position a 
bit and I am trying to say that this effort to homogenize is by no means a one-way 
transmission of cultural needs and values. There is always a certain response, a certain 
living response, from those who are at the receiving end. In other words, they don’t 
receive these things passively. And so, the cultural situation in India presupposes 
continuous possibilities of contest and resistance. The folk artiste that I have referred to 
seems to me to be an example of such contesting consciousness.

The term cultural imperialism is sometimes used to describe the cultural politics 
connected with the entry of the global market forces in a third world country. The role of 
the United States of America is particularly foregrounded in this. For instance, scholars 
who are studying these things tell us about the conquest of airwaves, movie screens, 
television programming around the world and they tell us that the United States 
hegemony in this sphere is evident from Bangkok and Tokyo, where Madonna’s Sex sold 
out in hours, to London and Paris, which latter, that is Paris, rivals New York and Los 
Angeles as the première venue for screening US-made movies. This cultural hegemony 
of the United States is one aspect of globalization, and sometimes this has been described 
as cultural imperialism. Now as we know, these multimedia giants were not originally 
from the world of culture. They were rather, many of them, financial companies or 
computer companies which were branching out, diversifying into telecommunications. 
As you know, in the world of finance capital, certain transactions are continuously going 
on. Portfolio investment, speculations, dissemination of share market news—what is 
called the information superhighway, this was originally used by finance capital for these 
transactions. They made use of the radical advances in information and communications 
technologies for this purpose. Control of this technology, as well as of the information 
channels, is an important aspect of this. In other words, there has occurred worldwide 
networking of finance capital. But, since these channels are also an important means of 
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cultural transactions among people, control over these becomes more or less synonymous 
with a worldwide cultural hegemony. That is, if you have control over these channels, 
you are also into the world of cultural consciousness; you are also wielding control over 
the cultural transactions among people. Thus we witness today the rise of global 
television, which in its technology, ownership, programme distribution and audiences 
operates across the boundaries of nation-states and language communities. In all the 
countries, even in the advanced capitalist countries, we find that the old public 
broadcasting system is giving way to commercial multimedia giants which, as I said, 
diversified themselves into the area of telecommunications. These multimedia giants 
may be located anywhere, but they generally originate from the advanced capitalist 
nations and very definitely they seek to exert a monopolistic stranglehold over resources, 
programmes and audiences all over the world. Thus we find, in 1989, two very large 
media groups, Time and Warner, merged to form the largest media group in the world. 
And again, Time-Warner, in 1995, merged with what is known as Turner Broadcasting, 
that is CNN. So this is but one instance of these giants carving up the global cultural 
space among themselves and turning cultural transactions into a fully commercial 
enterprise.

Now in India, up to the mid-80s as we all know, electronic media had operated only 
in the public sector; that is television and radio had operated only in the public sector 
and was dominated directly by the ruling party at the centre. From this time, even 
without the laws being changed, private channels emerged taking advantage of satellite 
technology, and a surreptitiously spreading cable network made its entry upon the 
Indian cultural scene. This is a story that we all know very well. From the outset many of 
the private channels—but not all of them, mind you—had tie-ups with international 
television companies and made programmes in accordance with their agreements with 
these companies. The Star-NDTV connection that Aijaz was talking about is one such 
connection and when we find today Star wanting to bring this agreement to an end, we 
ask, what is the reason? The picture is still not very clear. But one reason definitely is that 
they would like more editorial control. And as Aijaz has said very rightly, this comes in 
the wake of the Gujarat incidents and NDTV’s coverage of the incidents in Gujarat. It is 
not as if Star TV is communal. But when, because of the kind of news broadcasting, they 
are being banned in Gujarat by the state government, then of course, you see their 
commercial interests are disturbed. This is one very important reason why, perhaps, they 
are trying to bring their agreement to an end.

But of course these foreign channels have also made independent entries through 
satellite television. It was with the televized news of the Gulf War that CNN first made 
its entry into this country. And when in 1992, the atrocious incident of the demolition of 
the Babri Masjid took place, as you know, Doordarshan, which would see no evil hear no 
evil, blacked it out. Therefore, the first visual impressions of the demolition of the Masjid 
that Indian and global audiences were provided with was by the BBC. We know that 
Doordarshan remained and still remains the channel available to the large majority of 
Indian viewers. However, Doordarshan itself has changed to a significant extent as a 
result of the competitive presence of other channels, some of them international. From 
the mid-90s, something else has also happened. That is the entry of the big advertisement 
companies into television. We find branded programmes, as they are called, advertising 
mainly fast moving consumer goods and financial services—these are the two areas in 
which there is a proliferation of advertisements from the mid-90s. These first began to 
appear in the private channels and then Doordarshan also picked up the thread. And we 
find that Doordarshan even allowed advertisements which its code had prohibited 
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earlier, like those of jewellery or foreign banks. This commercialization of Doordarshan 
meant not only that it began to sell prime time spots for sponsored shows, but allowed 
multinationals like Coca Cola and Pepsi to organize events like cricket matches, beauty 
contests, fashion shows, etc. for advertizing their products. So instead of advertisements 
in the interludes of the programmes, now the programmes were in the interludes of 
advertisements. The vast public network and infrastructure provided by national 
television is thus penetrated through and through by the interests of multinational 
companies. However, it is not as if these multinationals directly control the form and the 
content of the branded programmes or other programmes sponsored by them. A whole 
series of mediations exist between the sponsorship and the programme that they 
sponsor. These are mediations in which Indian promoters, media persons, news 
directors, technicians, also have a very large role to play. So it is not as if readymade 
programmes are just being thrust upon us. These programmes are being made here, by 
Indian people. This is why a thesis which regards globalization merely as Westernization 
of our culture cannot take us very far. It is not enough to say that we were national, we 
were indigenous, and now we are getting Westernized. That is not a sufficient, that 
doesn’t give us a sufficient explanation of the process of globalization.

See, the programmes that come to us from the foreign channels directly, what are 
they? They include some good programmes, but there are many, many third-rate 
Hollywood serials and soap operas, space fiction, karate films, disaster films and horror 
stories. Some of these programmes no doubt are racist, male chauvinist, violent and 
crude. They are also not always very well made. They are third-rate also so far as 
technique is concerned. Yet it would be simplistic to think that these get directly reflected 
in national programmes. Or to think that all that is reactionary, vulgar and nasty in 
indigenous programmes is derived from these Western sources. It would be simplistic if 
we take it in this way. Some horror films, programmes like Kaun Banega Crorepati, fashion 
shows, pop programmes, are obviously cloned from foreign television. Yesterday, I don’t 
know if any of you have watched the Filmfare prize giving show. Obviously that was 
cloned from the Oscar ceremony. But this is only a part of the cultural scenario. In the 
rest of the cultural scenario which extends outside the regime of electronic media the 
situation is much more complex. And even global interests, in trying to open up markets 
in this country, may find it contingent to use indigenous, ethnic, ‘national’ icons for their 
purpose. It’s not as if the whole thing gets immediately Westernized.

We are talking of a very complex cultural politics. Of course, culture has never been 
politically innocent. There have always been dominant cultures and cultures which have 
been either appropriated or marginalized—this we find in the relationship between the 
pre-Vedic and the Vedic culture also and in the marginalization of many local cultures. 
This has always been there. Culture has never been politically neutral. And so, similarly, 
the construction of the national consciousness in the colonial era also had its politics. 
Nationalism had an agency in reconstituting the varied traditional cultural forms located 
in different regions and among different ethnic and linguistic groups towards an 
integrative ideology, which would be the cementing factor of a modern nation state. So 
nationalism developed in the colonial era as a kind of an integrative ideology that would 
bring all the diverse linguistic, religious, ethnic groups together. The nationalist image of 
Bharat Mata, for example, was a reconstruction of the traditional, representing what was 
perceived by the nationalists as authentically Indian. We all know that it was not an exact 
reproduction of the image of any ancient Hindu female deity. It was a synthetic one, 
meant to fulfil a contemporary need. But it was a potent stereotype that outlined what 
was supposed to be Indian values and practices—values and practices supposed to be 
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embodied particularly in the Indian woman. But it was a contrast and an answer to the 
Western model of modernity coming from the Indian dominant groups. 

But we must also remember that when we talk of anti-colonial consciousness we talk 
of a number of historical moments. Our anti-colonial struggle became a mass struggle 
and it operated at many different levels. At times, the many different streams of anti-
colonial resistance merged into a big river of resistance and sometimes they followed 
their own separate channels. But the differences and disjunctions within anti-colonial 
struggles created the possibility of other models of modernity apart from the one 
propagated by the ideology of the dominant classes. So when we ultimately acquired 
independence, the makers of the Indian constitution had to acknowledge this plurality 
within the anti-colonial struggle. And the Indian nation state was quite a unique 
experiment where territoriality also implied a coming together of distinct economic, 
linguistic, ethnic groups brought together by their common anti-colonial experience.

It has sometimes been said that in the modern nation state, there is a contradiction:  
its integrated entity has its basis in and draws its sustenance from pre-modern, pre-
existing traditions, customs, etc. All these elements are forced into a kind of unity into 
the body of the nation state. Now the image of civil society that the Indian Constitution 
embodied was rather special insofar as it accommodated this pre-existing plurality of 
customs, traditions, community perceptions only to the extent that it regarded the anti-
colonial struggle as a breaking point which created a common interest for these diverse 
groups and classes. So this was the moment of modernity, the moment of coming 
together of various traditional groups—groups which had their own customs, their own 
ethnic entity, their own linguistic entity. The coming together of these groups at a 
particular moment of anti-colonial struggle can be regarded as an entry into modernity 
and if our Constitution formally rejected caste and gender discrimination, this was based 
on an implicit acknowledgement of the contributions made by dalits and women to the 
Indian anti-imperialistic struggle. Its assertion of secularism similarly recognized the 
anti-colonial role of people in minority communities. Thus, in our constitutional 
framework, whatever its actual contradictions with political power formations, plurality 
does not just mean passive obeisance, passive giving-in to pre-existing customs and 
traditions. It also implicitly involves multifold exercises in anti-colonial modernity which 
contained the possibility of changing the consciousness of the groups having different 
customs, traditions, etc.

Now, let us look at this history in the context of globalization. At one level it seems 
that the process of globalization bulldozes the lineaments of the nation state as a political 
structure. It penetrates even into the arena of national defence—that these days even our 
defence strategies are penetrated by the global forces. It fragments nationwide public 
services in education, health, public distribution system and enters into unmediated 
business negotiations separately with the states and with various interest groups. Now it 
is no longer necessary to take the permission of the central government to enter into 
some business transactions with the states or with different business groups in the states. 
All that has become much more liberalized. In order to create business for itself, global 
finance capital has to break down the legal and constitutional resistance of the 
postcolonial nation state. One could perhaps see this as the context of the accelerated 
growth of identity politics and its cultural consequences. When the nation state no longer 
comes up with welfare services, when it is no longer perceived as a welfare state, when it 
remains only as an instrument of coercion, an instrument embodying new laws like 
POTA and so on, when the promises of civil society based on the concept of citizenship 
are betrayed and destroyed, then people also find themselves in an ideological vacuum 
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and tend to fall back upon their identities as members of religious, linguistic, ethnic 
groups. It does not mean much today to say that I am an Indian citizen. And therefore, 
where do I go? So I fall back upon my identity as member of a religious, linguistic, or an 
ethnic group. Thus globalization also may be found to implicitly encourage different 
fundamentalisms. Fundamentalist reconstitutions of traditionality may be one of the 
fallouts in a country which is at the receiving end of globalization. So you see 
homogenization is one aspect. The other aspect is this implicit encouragement to identity 
politics, to fundamentalisms of different kinds. So what is important is how traditionality 
is reconstituted against the background of globalization and how Indianness receives a 
new connotation. 

Now, I am not saying that the whole thing is a conspiracy. Rather, the new world 
order that globalization seeks to bring in is not rational, it is not purposive. The politics 
of globalization is characterized by unreason. And it seeks to explain things by the 
whims of the market, or by the mystique of demand and supply. This market culture 
develops into a kind of fatalism where human intervention is supposed to be of very 
little use. So there is this basic unreason in this market-based culture. The fragmenting of 
the market through the accentuation of identity politics cannot ultimately serve the 
purpose of global finance capital. It would have been easier for them if homogeneity 
could be insured. The consequences of fundamentalist politics hinder the process of 
creation of a global market. But the global market forces have very little control over the 
ultimate consequences of their own strategies. So the free market in a global sense 
requires that the protective economic-political boundaries of the nation state be broken 
down, but paradoxically, the market cannot operate without a degree of homogeneity 
and hegemonic order which would ensure that conditions for the marketability of goods 
and some uniformity of demands exist. The unreason of this projected new world order 
perhaps arises of these self-contradictions.

The reconstitution of the national in this context, not as an exercise towards 
modernity but as an ‘indigenous’, ‘ethnic’, ‘traditional’ entity takes place under these 
circumstances. And the cultural nationalism propagated by BJP today is thus not in 
contest with the hegemonic strength of the multimedia giants, but is an attempt to 
accommodate supposedly indigenous interests within the overdetermining presence of 
the global market. There is the evolution of a consumerist culture in which culture itself 
is seen as a product to be marketed and consumed, to become a part of a vision of the 
good life that exists for those who can buy it, and it comes with the argument of 
modernity: ‘This is modern’. The car that you own or the cosmetics that you use or the 
house that you build, all these become the insignia of modernity. But in the process this 
is also accompanied by an erasing or a sanitizing or a trashing of various models of anti-
colonial modernity that have come to us as part of our inheritance from earlier times. 
Thus we find that at various levels, from different sources, many different unconnected 
sources, modern Indian literature in regional languages, modern theatre, modern 
filmmaking, all these things are being trashed. For instance, we find global players in 
literature, like Rushdie and Naipaul, who are themselves poles apart, joining their voices 
in trashing literature written in the regional languages. It is the anti-colonial 
consciousness of the Indian bourgeoisie which has generated some of these cultural 
forms—the film for instance, or the Indian novel, or Indian poetry. All these things have 
been born in the nursery of anti-colonial struggle. Now these are being trashed. Because 
the bourgeoisie itself is now prepared to shed this heritage and to assume a new face. It 
is not a Western face however, but an ‘authentically’ Indian face.

This Indianness is constituted by the global gaze. The Indian ruling class is 
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constituted as the forces of globalization would like to perceive it. Thus in media 
advertisements, in the commercial Hindi or Tamil or even other regional language films, 
a new self-image of the Indian ruling class asserts its presence and its hegemonic power. 
This Indian has a non-resident or a semi-resident status. He bestrides the world with 
consummate ease, has one foot in Delhi or Mumbai or Bangalore and the other foot in 
Dubai or London or New York. This Indian has international credentials and yet a certain 
kind of nationalism deriving its force from a choice of ethnic or traditional elements; it 
forms an essential part of this globalized image. This image of the Indian ruling class, 
this new image, is strongly hierarchical and patriarchal. Very often we find that in the 
story, as in fairy stories of old times, the need of a male heir for the business concerns 
that are spread over the whole world is foregrounded. Think of the film Chori Chori 
Chupke Chupke. That constitutes the central point of the narrative. The young hero, the 
husband, takes the wife abroad. They have a magnificent palatial house abroad. The wife 
is taken there for proper treatment during pregnancy, but they can also fly home just for 
some ritual to be performed. The need of this globalized ruling class for an heir—who 
cannot be adopted, who has to be their own blood—is what drives the narrative of the 
film forward. This is the kind of globalization we are witnessing. 

Take the Vishwa Hindu Parishad. Look at its name: Vishwa Hindu Parishad. That is 
also international, it is also global. The Secretary of Vishwa Hindu Parishad is an 
international secretary. And it brings out its glossy magazine from Singapore, or some 
such place. So we find that Indianness lies in the observance of caste hierarchies, in 
patriarchal values, in ostentatious ritualism—Hindu ritualism, to be specific. And, in 
order to constitute this ‘authentic’ Indianness even while seeking to globalize itself, the 
ruling class needs to ensure that the traditional, ethnic, indigenous cultural formations 
remain just as they are. You see, they derive these traditionalities, they derive these 
customs, they derive these rituals from certain sources on the ground. And they want 
these sources to remain intact. They must not change. They must remain beyond change, 
forever Indian, forever traditional. So the popular also has to be reconstituted under the 
global gaze. To retain them in a state of changeless purity, at the same time, also has the 
objective of sanitizing them and packaging them for the world market so that the ruling 
classes may use these as their insignia. There is a global demand for the ethnic and 
indigenous, for the ‘genuinely’ Indian, so long as these do not move towards a modern 
consciousness. We find cultural tourism and even pilgrim tourism seeking to cater to this 
demand of appropriating the popular forms—popular cultural forms—packaging them 
and selling them to a global market. This indigenism is there also in the image of the 
karsevak on the ruins of the Babri Masjid as broadcast by BBC. Since Doordarshan 
blacked it out, BBC provided the first visualization of the event. The whole thing became 
a global spectacle before the people in the country could visualize it. So we have seen 
this demolition of the Babri Masjid—those of us who had access to BBC—we have seen it 
through the BBC’s eyes. And the same image was later reproduced in the English 
national newspapers. The campaign materials of the Hindu Right and the ‘neutral’ 
images of the BBC coincided at one point. Both of them highlighted the demolition as a 
spectacle and used the image of the karsevak to fill the screen. You see this huge image of 
the karsevak, where he looks self-consciously at the screen which is of course the gaze of 
the global audience. The karsevak is looking eye to eye with the whole world; the BBC is 
granting it that access. Through it, the karsevak becomes the living image of Hindutva, 
the indigenous entity close to the soil. This is where indigeneity lies, this is where ‘real’ 
Indianness lies.

So, you see, the poor folk artiste with whom I started my narrative would have no 
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chance at all, would have no place at all in this scheme of things. Because he would be 
considered to be losing authenticity if he tried to articulate the defence of Leningrad or 
the Star Wars through his songs. People would say that this is not what a folk artiste 
should do, you are not genuinely traditional. You are not genuinely close to the soil. You 
are infected by, affected by, external ideas. I think this is precisely where a space for 
contest and resistance lies. In the aspiration of the people towards modernity. And for 
this we need not only to look at the folk form. I am recalling Safdar’s writings here. And 
he says how folk elements can be used but how they can make a movement towards 
modernity. And for this to happen we also need to salvage other inheritances in our anti-
colonial modernity. We need to salvage the tradition that we have in films, in the modern 
Indian novel, in Indian art. There are certain traditions of anti-colonial modernity which 
are now being sought to be erased under the regime of globalization. I think we need to 
pick them up, we need to take a hard look at them once again if we want to resist this 
appropriation of our culture.

discussion

q. Globalization brings a certain kind of lifestyle, products, desires, etc., into people’s homes via 
television and other electronic forms. But for the vast majority, such a lifestyle is mere fantasy, it 
will always remain far out of their reach. This leads to a certain kind of frustration, which in turn 
leads to criminalization and lumpenization. Doesn’t this help the fascist recruitment drive?

a. Yes I agree that the consumer society is also creating a degree of lumpenization which 
is helping fascistic elements, strengthening the fascistic elements in the situation. I agree 
with that. But the point that I was trying to make is that, let us not put all the blame on 
Westernization. Because this is precisely what the Vishwa Hindu Parishad would say. On 
one hand they would of course submit to all kinds of liberalization, all kinds of invasion 
into our economy. On the other hand they would put forward this idea of indigeneity, of 
the ethnic, of the genuinely Indian, the swadeshi culture and so on. And you see, I think 
that when we blame the whole thing on Westernization, we are really shutting out 
certain possibilities. Sometimes you know, Western ideas open up our world. For 
instance, Marx’s philosophy came from the West. And this is precisely one of the 
objections against it. That it is something foreign that the Indian Communists are 
adopting. So I think that we should make a distinction between the criminalization or the 
lumpenization or the violence that comes with consumer society, and Westernization per 
se. You see, in our country this criminalization, this lumpenization takes certain specific 
forms which derive something from the retrograde backward traditional elements. For 
instance caste violence—the increase of caste violence in an era of globalization wouldn’t 
have been possible in any other situation except an Indian situation. So it was there 
already, but this whole syndrome is being revitalized in a new context. I agree with your 
general point, but I think that we should perhaps make a distinction here. You see, 
fascism works not only through economic and political formations, but through cultural 
formations as well. And it is not from today, but from the 1940s that these fascistic 
elements have been there in the Indian ruling class. It’s a fascism of a different kind 
perhaps, not the kind of fascism that there was in Italy or that there was in Germany. But 
when in the 1940s an anti-fascist front, an anti-fascist forum of writers and intellectuals 
was created, it was not only to fight fascism overseas, but it had a certain consciousness 
of this element of unreason, this element of coerciveness which is a part of cultural 
fascism that is embedded within the consciousness of the Indian ruling class.

q. On the question of nationalism, I think Aijaz Ahmad has argued somewhere that the processes 
of globalization place a tremendous strain on the economic and social fabric of society, by pushing 
some into the league of the super rich while the rest of the population is increasingly pauperized. 
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Now, when that happens, when society is under tremendous strain, something is needed to keep it 
together. Nationalism provides that glue. In a context where the liberal centre has collapsed, where 
the left is not in a position to take hold of this discontent, various kinds of revisionist ideas gain 
ascendance. In other words, a highly jingoistic, right-wing nationalism becomes almost inevitable 
if the left is not in a position to take over the space vacated by the liberal centre. So in that sense, 
globalization always has the potential of encouraging fascism.

a. I agree. We need to think about nationalism. It’s very important. And the growing 
comprador character of the bourgeoisie. We do not call our bourgeoisie a comprador 
bourgeoisie as yet—I do not think it would be correct to call it a comprador bourgeoisie. 
But comprador elements, at least at the cultural level, are very evident. These elements 
are there. And on the other hand it’s also true that the economic basis that is needed for 
resistance is being everyday destroyed by the pauperization of the poor. You see, if the 
peasant doesn’t have anything to eat, then obviously he also cannot engage in cultural 
activities. His cultural activities are also diminished to that extent. And he’s forced to sell 
off his cultural activities, his cultural inheritances to the market. Because otherwise he 
cannot survive. Craftsmen, rural craftsmen, are being forced to sell their handicrafts, 
their products, at a very low price. These are then being sold to London, to New York, to 
Paris at very high prices. This is something that we find every day. 

q. You have talked of folk forms and the possibilities they provide in our struggle against 
globalization. Yet, isn’t it also true that not all forms are progressive, and even progressive forms 
can have some pretty feudal elements.

a. Now when I talked about anti-colonial modernity, I was saying that there is not just 
one model of this, but there are several models. There is one model that comes from the 
dominant classes—the image of Bharat Mata of course is associated with this upper class, 
upper caste majoritarian ideology. But there are other models of anti-colonial modernity, 
for instance in the course of peasant struggles like the Tebhaga Movement in Bengal, we 
find people from different castes or Hindus and Muslims eating together. They are eating 
together because they are fighting together. Now that is a kind of an access to modernity; 
they are breaking down their traditional barriers and they are entering into the region of 
modernity through their anti-colonial struggle. So you see, these various levels of, or 
these various models of anti-colonial modernity are there within our heritage. And I am 
not only thinking of the model that we find within the middle classes or the bourgeoisie, 
the national bourgeoisie, which did have a role to play in the anti-colonial struggle. But I 
am thinking also of the other models which are not so prominent, which are perhaps 
pushed to the background, pushed under the carpet, but these models of resistance are 
nonetheless there. So you see, you are quite right I think to critique any starry-eyed 
enthusiasm that may have emerged from my talk. You know, it’s not as if these areas of 
resistance come naturally. But they are forged through very difficult struggle and so, you 
see, I do not think that the areas of resistance are automatically there. But there are 
certain glimpses or possibilities that we find which we need to tap.

q. When we talk of globalization and our struggle against it, don’t you think that we also need to 
think about the specificities of cultural forms, and the way the processes of globalization work 
somewhat differently in different forms? For instance, cinema, the art form of industrial 
capitalism, has been a potentially global form right from its very birth, and in theatre we have 
seen, across the world, people doing Shakespeare and Brecht, thinking of them as not particularly 
‘foreign’ writers, and literature—both fiction or poetry—has also been a far more global 
phenomenon. On the other hand, dance has by and large remained culture-bound, as has classical 
music. The other point I wish to make is that perhaps we also need to think about art forms in 
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terms of our interventions. For instance, our intervention in the film form can be limited, partly 
because of lack of resources, but also because it seems to me that the popular film in India seems to 
have exhausted its progressive moment quite completely. Theatre, on the other hand, remains by 
and large progressive in all parts of India. When thinking about progressive interventions, we 
need to think of these concrete problems as well as possibilities.

a. Yes, your first point is correct, and I agree that we need to think that through quite 
specifically and concretely. On the second point too, I think you are very right in 
emphasizing the resources, economic resources that you need for cultural production; 
cultural production does not hang in the air. In order to produce it you need the means, 
you need the resources. And I think that, in this context, our resources have to be found 
wherever we can. It’s true that we have to look very carefully and specifically at the 
different forms and see which are the forms we can use best. Films—the documentary 
film could require less resources and might be a form of resistance. It could be shown 
also without relying on big capital. So I think these are things which have to be worked 
at a very specific level.

q. Why do you think the folk singer’s song about Leningrad is not considered indigenous? After 
all, why should his being concerned about anything that falls outside the boundaries of his village 
disqualify him from being indigenous?

a. The question is what we mean by indigeneity. It is not being called indigenous 
precisely because the word indigenous itself has acquired a class meaning. The word 
indigenous has been appropriated by the dominant classes and they are constructing the 
indigenous in their own way. Whatever is political, whatever is new, is to be completely 
pushed out. It has to be erased. It has to be made safe. The indigenous, the local, the 
ethnic has to be made safe, it has to be sanitized. That is why the song on Leningrad is 
considered not to be indigenous, because it’s an expression of his class consciousness.

The image of the karsevak is said to be a true image of indigeneity . . . you see, the 
karsevak’s face is not the face of the ruling class. It is the face of the people as the ruling 
class would like to see it. So, you see, the karsevak’s indigeneity is highlighted 
specifically for this reason. And this is why I think that the very painful struggle of the 
popular towards modernity is something that we need to look at. This is why I started 
with that story. Because you see this is the folk artiste, the folk artiste who wants to write 
a song about Leningrad. I mean, why shouldn’t it be indigenous? This kind of barrier is 
placed on popular consciousness by the powers that be so that they do not get out of 
hand. They do not want modernity at all. It is we who want modernity.

q. Today the US has no problems with Hindutva and its fundamentalism. But do you think there 
can be a possibility that it will turn against Hindutva one day just as it has turned against 
Islamic fundamentalism in its ‘clash of civilizations’?

a. That’s a good question. I think I’ll have to think about it much more specifically. But in 
immediate response, I would say that yes, in this thesis of clash of civilizations, where 
the Islamic world is looked at as a primitive, violent, dark, barbaric world, and against 
that we have the United States in the forefront of civilized humanity—that is basically 
the thesis of the clash of civilizations. And here what the United States is claiming is 
modernity. They are saying that we are modern and these people are in the depths of 
their primitive barbarism, so we are opposed to them. And we are trying to save 
civilization. Obviously, they also have their own model of modernity. Which is supposed 
to be against Islamic fundamentalism but as a matter of fact it’s against the entire Islamic 
world and people in the Islamic world.
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Of course there is a contradiction here but the United States looks at itself as the most 
modern of the modern world, whereas the others who are to follow the United States—
those who are the camp followers, who are to join this great army against the uncivilized, 
barbaric, Islamic world—they are of course not at the same standard of modernity as the 
people of the United States. They are, you see, within their own ambit, there are these 
traditionalities, there are these customs and conventions, these ethnic backward poles. 
All these are there which United States of course has altogether erased. So it is fully 
modern, while those of us who are following America are only half-modern. We still 
have some backward poles. And they are prepared to tolerate our ethnicity, our 
indigeneity, our traditions to the extent that it does not go against their interests. As soon 
as it does . . . for instance, look at Iraq and Ayatollah Khomeini where fundamentalism is 
something which is not to be tolerated. And yet, Israeli fundamentalism can be tolerated. 
You can go into the Ramallah, right into Yasser Arafat’s office, and the apology that Bush 
offers is that, after all the Israelis have to think of their own survival. And they have to 
weed out terrorism and this is the only way they can weed out terrorism. So you see, the 
connotation of fundamentalism, so far as the United States and the leader of the new 
world order is concerned, is full of holes, is full of contradictions. And it’s one such 
contradiction that, you see, so long as the ethnic is good for the market, so long as you 
can buy Indian handicrafts at a cheap rate and sell them to the world market, ethnicity is 
good. But as soon as it turns into something dangerous, something subversive, then it is 
bad. That contradiction is of course there.

q. What should be our strategy in countering the assault of globalization?

a. I am as much in the dark as you are. We are all, as I said in the very beginning, we are 
all trying to explore ways to find out where we can see a little glimpse of resistance and 
wherever we find a little glimpse of resistance how we can enhance it. That is very 
important for us. And that of course has to be done specifically as Sudhanva [Deshpande] 
has said quite correctly. I do not think that we can make a general kind of a statement 
about strategy. Strategy has to be worked out in each specific case. Somebody here made 
a very important suggestion about libraries. Yes, we must start libraries, inculcate 
reading habits, provide books, not perhaps thick, fat, sophisticated books, but reading 
materials for the newly literate—I think that’s very important. This is something that 
perhaps we would find easier to engage in. And if we prepare reading materials, then of 
course we can be in touch with people who need these reading materials. We can ask 
them, what is it that you want to know about? For instance, this folk artiste, he wanted to 
know about Star Wars. I mean, surprise of surprises! So, people want to know all kinds 
of things. They have this fire of curiosity burning within them. They would like to know, 
and providing reading materials could be one very potent way of intervention. These are 
small ways . . . And other ways, I think, would be to, for instance, use the video parlours 
in the rural areas—usually these video parlours show the usual kind of commercial films. 
But suppose we can make an arrangement that, you show your commercial films, but 
once or twice every week let us also show a different kind of film. Let us show a 
documentary, a half an hour documentary. This is another channel perhaps that could be 
used.

Street theatre, about which you know much more than I do, street theatre of course is 
one of the most potent forms and again I am reminded of Safdar [Hashmi]’s writings, 
where he regards street theatre specifically as a modern form, and distinguishes it from 
folk forms. Now, we have been talking about folk forms and folk artistes in West Bengal. 
Actually the IPTA of course set a tradition in the 1940s, I think not just in Bengal but in 
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other states like Andhra, Kerala, Punjab. Everywhere, wherever there were IPTA units, they 
encouraged and brought to the forefront folk artistes, people working with folk forms, rural 
artistes, poor artistes who perhaps had never performed outside their own village—these 
people were brought by the IPTA to their own platforms and given a new audience so that 
they had an exposure. You see, it doesn’t do to tell people that you should write about this. 
If I had told this folk artiste, please write about Star Wars, imperialism is the most important 
issue today so you write about Star Wars, it wouldn’t gel. It wouldn’t make any sense. But if 
the folk artistes are exposed to other kinds of programmes, if information is carried to them, 
then I think that, being artistes themselves, having a certain creative urge within them, they 
would tend to use whatever materials come to them.

Thus I find in West Bengal, and I am sure elsewhere as well, one thing that has 
happened is that the fundamentalist forces have been trying to use the folk artistes. On the 
other hand, in West Bengal, in recent years, for the last 17–18 years, what we have tried to 
do with the help of the Left Front government is that, a certain encouragement at the 
grassroots level has been given to the folk artistes. You see, the folk artiste is encouraged to 
perform in the rural areas—occasionally he may come to the city, he may come to Delhi, but 
he must be given chances to perform, he must be given more programmes in the rural areas. 
We have been able to do that to some extent. Now we find that in the districts, whenever 
there is some festival, whenever there is some club which is doing some programme, they 
would ask the folk artistes to come and perform. Now what happens is that the folk artiste 
gets exposed to all kinds of influences. Sometimes we find them imitating the tunes of Hindi 
films. We find them using the synthesizer rather than the traditional musical instruments 
that they have. Now it doesn’t do merely to criticize such efforts because they also have to 
experiment. You cannot say that this is not real folk, so why are you using the harmonium, 
why are you using the synthesizer. He or she is doing it because the audience has to be 
attracted. An audience exposed to Hindi films, exposed to video cassettes—they also want 
the folk forms to change. So the folk artiste has to be responsive to this demand. But, the 
danger lies in this, that in doing so they may become totally appropriated by the market 
forces and they may lose their own roots, they may lose their foothold within the rural 
community. Their eyes may be turned to urban, global forms of culture altogether and they 
may lose contact with their own traditions. But they must be allowed the freedom to work 
upon these traditions, to change these traditions. In Kerala, for instance, I think—I don’t 
know if this is entirely correct—folk forms survive on the patronage of temples. But if the 
temples do not provide that patronage then the folk forms tend to die out. In West Bengal, 
you see, the folk forms are not to that extent dependent on the temple. They are not to that 
extent as yet dependent upon the urban market. Because of the marginal enhancement in 
the standard of living of the rural poor, they can get more programmes in the countryside. 
So that is one thing. But the point is that they must have some freedom. Freedom both from 
the bounds of tradition and from the enslavement to market forces. They must have some 
freedom to experiment on their own. That is very important.

q. Do you think that there is a resurgence of fundamentalism at the global level? While the Taliban 
rose to power in Afghanistan, at exactly the same time, in India, the Hindu right has captured power. 
Do you see a connection between the two?

a. While there has been a resurgence of fundamentalist forces in many parts of the world, I 
think there is a difference in the situations of Afghanistan and India. In Afghanistan, what 
happened was that the Mujahideen and the Taliban were nurtured by the United States to 
fight against the Soviet hegemony that was established there. But I think that side by side 
with this we must also keep in mind the history of Afghanistan. You see, the modernization 



78 78

programme that had followed the Soviet intervention, it basically only touched the surface 
and there was a lot of resistance against it because it was regarded by large sections of the 
Afghan people as foreign occupation. And many of them did not accept Soviet intervention 
although Soviet intervention did create opportunities for education, opportunities for jobs, 
and it placed women in a very important position in society. But in spite of all that, this 
modernity was localized; it was not something that went deep into Afghanistan. This is one 
reason why, immediately after the Soviet army withdrew from Afghanistan, the liberal 
progressive regime in Afghanistan also was in jeopardy. The United States encouraged 
fundamentalism in Afghanistan and it is true, as it has been said numerous times, that it was 
the monster of its own creation. Bin Laden is a monster that the United States itself created, 
although Bin Laden was not even an Afghan. He was planted there. So that is one thing.

Again, in the case of India, this resurgence of fundamentalism, as Aijaz said yesterday, 
comes at a point of time when the hegemony of the ruling class becomes threatened. This is 
the point that Aijaz made. If you look at the history of communal disturbances in India in 
post-independence days you’ll find that it goes down in the 50s, till the mid-60s. From the 
mid-60s again the graph rises. If you compare the 70s and the 80s you will find that there’s a 
huge rise in incidents of communal disturbance. And we all know that, from the 70s, from 
the time of the Emergency, the crisis of the ruling class reached a certain climactic point. And 
of course we also remember how fundamentalism was encouraged by those in power. You 
remember the two incidents. One was the Shah Bano case. And the other was the opening of 
the lock in Ayodhya. You know, these two incidents took place one after the other, as if the 
ruling powers wanted to balance off one fundamentalism against another. And this was a 
very dangerous process. They opened Pandora’s Box. And they are suffering the 
consequences. But as I have said in my paper, while it is true that fundamentalism is 
encouraged by the ruling classes in crisis, it also has something to do with the process of 
globalization. And as a result of structural adjustment programmes, we have seen the 
progressive destruction of whatever welfare services existed: opportunities for education, 
health facilities, public distribution system, everything is destroyed by the structural 
adjustment programme. And so what does the Indian citizen have left? Why should you call 
yourself an Indian citizen anymore? Then you fall back upon your ethnic or your religious 
identity. So while I think that this resurgence of fundamentalism is linked with the crisis of 
our own ruling class, it is also linked with the process of globalization and the ruthless 
incursion of market forces to the destruction of whatever welfare services have been there in 
the state. You see, the kind face of the state is completely destroyed.

[Talk delivered on 1 April 2002. Malini Bhattacharya teaches English at Jadavpur University, Calcutta. She 
is a cultural critic and has also written street plays.]
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 [from Primo Levi, Survival in Ausschwitz  (1958), New York, Collier, 1961]

Now everyone is busy scraping the bottom 
of his bowl with his spoon so as not to 
waste the last drops of the soup; a 
confused, metallic clatter, signifying 
the end of the day. Silence slowly 
prevails and then, from my bunk on the 
top row, I see and hear old Kuhn praying 
aloud, with his beret on his head, 
swaying backwards and forwards violently. 
Kuhn is thanking God because he was not 
chosen.

Kuhn is out of his senses. Does he not 
see Beppo the Greek in the bunk next to 
him? Beppo who is twenty years old and 
is going to the gas chamber the day 
after tomorrow and knows it and lies 
there looking fixedly at the light 
without saying anything and without even 
thinking any more? Can Kuhn fail to 
realize that n e x t time it will be his 
turn? Does Kuhn not understand that what 
has happened today is an abomination, 
which no propitiatory prayer, no pardon, 
no expiation by the guilty, which nothing 
at all in the power of man can ever 
clear again?

If I was god I would spit at Kuhn’s 
prayer.
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C o m m u n a l i s m  a n d  g l o b a l i z a t i o n 
prabir  purkayastha

silence slowly prevails silence silence slowly prevails silence slowly 
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My central question is: in the age of globalization, why is it that we are seeing 
the rise of what is being called religious nationalism or ethnic nationalism, both of which 
are actually extremely divisive? Why is it that in the age of globalization we should see 
such sharp recurrences of what would otherwise be called medieval ideology? The 
influence of divisive ideas has risen phenomenally. The media takes the news of what 
happens in a tiny place to every corner of the globe almost instantly. This is in that sense 
an age where whatever is happening anywhere in the world is, at least in the popular 
eye, visible. The normal resultant of this would be that all this would displace old ideas. 
This is what a lot of people argued: that globalization as carried out by imperialism still 
performs the positive role of breaking down old identities, old barriers, even if we are 
oppressed economically. But in reality, that is not what is happening. In fact, under 
globalization—and I’ll come to this word, globalization, a little later—over the last 20 
years or so, national boundaries, as it were, are decreasing in the economic arena, in the 
arena of the exchange of capital. But along with that, we have seen what we earlier 
thought to be medieval ideology—ethnic nationalism of the most barbarous kind—
asserting itself in different parts of the world. In Rwanda, for instance, where the Tutsis 
killed the Hutus, there was large-scale genocide. In Europe—some people thought 
Europe is very modern—in the run up to the disintegration of Yugoslavia, there were 
large-scale genocidal massacres. All on the basis of different identities. And of course we 
see in our own country that communalism is becoming actually more and more intense, 
as we see, in the same phase, the progressive removal of the economic boundaries that 
existed. At a time when we have opened our doors to imperialism, for the exchange of 
capital, precisely at that point of time communalism has been aggravated, not diminished. 
So we have this dichotomy. That on one hand we are talking about, as it were, modernity 
and on the other hand we are talking of medieval ideology, both being able to coexist 
comfortably, and in fact in some sense helping each other to grow even if it is not clear to 
us exactly how. This is the process I’d like to touch upon today.

The first thing that I would like to say is if you look at the nation—which is the basis 
of what we are talking of both in terms of globalization and in terms of communalism—
there is a particular understanding of the nation. The first and the most important 
question that we see in the National Movement is: how do you define India? To us today 
it could appear to be a question which does not need a deep understanding. We take it as 
given. There is an India. We do not question how it came to be, what is this India. But if 
you look at the nineteenth and early twentieth century, at that time British India included 
Burma, Ceylon, Bangladesh, and obviously India and Pakistan. Now in this so-called 
British India, how do you define what is India. Do you say that Burma is not India? How 
do you distinguish Sri Lanka as not being a part of India? If you do, where do you stop? 
Do you stop at the boundary of south India and say only north India is India? If you take 
the South, how do you make a distinction between Sri Lanka and south India? These are 
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issues which Indian nationalism was addressing in the nineteenth as well as early 
twentieth century. Just being anti-British, being anti-colonial, did not automatically 
provide an understanding of the nation. A struggle against the British was not sufficient 
to give shape to Indian nationalism. For that it was necessary to define the boundaries of 
the nation, at the level of consciousness, as an opposition to British colonialism. For that 
we have two different constructs which were put forward. I would like to lay both before 
you. Not as an abstract concepts, but as something which had its roots much earlier. 
Those roots go back to about the seventeenth century, to the construction of the nation in 
Europe. 

The modern definition of the ‘nation’ emerged in sixteenth–seventeenth century 
Europe. This is a definition of the bourgeois nation. Before that there were kings and 
rulers, there were kingdoms and they had their boundaries, but there was no nation. If 
you take Europe for instance, you have the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Ottoman 
Empire which had almost half of central Europe under it, which is really Turkey, the 
British Empire, which spread outside England. You have the French and Germans who 
fought over Europe repeatedly. The battle for Europe was basically a battle between the 
French and the Germans, with the Austro-Hungarian Empire on one side and the 
Ottoman Empire in Central Europe. If you look at all this, at that time, there is no concept 
of a nation. Each empire had as its boundaries, and various groups, various religious 
nationalities fought each other—Catholics opposed Protestants, Protestants opposed 
Catholics. Both opposed the Eastern Orthodox Church. The Ottomans oppressed 
everybody. So that was basically the picture as it existed then. Bourgeois nations really 
emerged in the sixteenth–seventeenth centuries, as a part of the process of defining what 
Marx called the economic boundary of the bourgeois market. This is the basis of the 
nation-state.

And this nation-state then sought to manifest itself in certain common cultural 
parameters. Most commonly, it was language. But it is important to understand that even 
this common factor, language, was not given. It emerged as a part of the process of the 
consolidation  of a national identity. It is in that process that you got a language which, as 
it were, merged into itself what today we would call various ‘dialects’. So even the 
emergence of language, which forms the basis of the modern European nations, emerged 
through struggles in the sixteenth–seventeenth centuries. The languages by which we 
identify each country today, their dominance, did not come about in one day but through 
a long history of struggles. A number of languages were lost. Some languages were 
incorporated into the family of dialects. Some languages exist even today. In Spain the 
language of the Catalans is different from Spanish. Yet, both come under Spanish. On the 
other hand, Spanish and Portuguese are different languages, but perhaps they are less 
sharply demarcated than for instance Hindi and Marwari, or Hindi and Magadhi or any 
of the other so-called dialects of Hindi, which could probably have emerged as 
independent languages as well. I am giving this as an example to illustrate the point that 
the process of the making of the nation was not a simple one by which a primordial, old 
identity emerged, and that there was this nation somewhere in the past which became 
manifest somehow in the seventeenth-eighteenth centuries. The nation emerged as part 
of a much larger cultural, national struggle in which, along with the bourgeois market 
which got established, there is also a language which got established, they are also 
identities which got established—all this was a part of the complex formation of the 
nation. Now, in this, there are two concurrent, two opposing ideas which contended with 
each other. 
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One was a territorial definition of the nation. Whatever comes within the extent of the 
market of the nation is linked to the idea of the nation. This idea of territorial nationalism 
draws its inspiration from the French Revolution. The French Revolution is the classic 
example where the identity of a ‘citizen’ of a nation is actually being defined not only in 
terms of equality before law—liberty, equality, fraternity—but also in terms of territorial 
nationalism. Any citizen of the French State is a full citizen. At the same time, there was 
what could be called the ‘blood and race’ concept of the nation. That only s/he is a 
German, who has lived in Germany since time immemorial. The primordial nation is 
somehow resident in the race. People’s genes, then, are also carriers of national identity. 
This blood and race concept of the nation was also very much a part of European history. 
And you can see the last three hundred years of European history as actually a reflection 
of these two contentious ideas of the nation, though let me clarify that it’s not as if one 
idea is French and one German. Because in France, there was one period when religious 
identity was not important; in another period, the Protestants, the Huguenots were 
oppressed, and they were virtually persecuted, massacred, pushed out and so on. In 
Germany, on the other hand, the Catholics were persecuted. As late as 1964, in Sweden, 
you could not become the Prime Minister if you were not a Protestant. Now in all this 
you would see that the religious and the national identities ran parallel to the idea of 
what I would call territorial nationalism. And even now when someone proposes only 
those should be considered citizens of England who have been there for centuries, what 
he is really proposing is an identity of a nation which is based on race and blood, not on 
the basis of territorial nationalism. If you look at this idea, it has a direct relationship 
with fascism, with Nazi Germany: whoever does not belong to this country will have no 
place in Germany. This was Hitler’s basic postulate. And on that basis he proceeded to 
kill Jews. But the basic idea is far from dead: Turks, even if they have lived in Germany 
for three generations, cannot get citizenship of Germany even today. So till today, this 
concept of what is the nation is a contentious issue. It is not, as the Western world would 
like to tell us, that this nationality issue is the exclusive preserve of underdeveloped 
countries. That this question is not a ‘modern’ one is a total misconception. Because, in 
any case, Hitler is not that old, that history is only about 50–60 years old. Hitler’s 
solution by the gas chamber may have ceased, but the problem is still present in Europe.

Let us now come to India. I am giving this history just to relate that a lot of our 
concepts of the nation, in fact, owe their origin to European debates. This becomes much 
more clear if we look at the early twentieth century debates about the nation in India. If 
you look at the writings of Savarkar, Golwalkar, Hegdewar, on the one hand, and on the 
other, the writings of Nehru—whom we consider the builder of the nation—we will 
locate the links clearly. Both, in a manner, were connected to the European concept of the 
nation. Bourgeois nations first evolved in Europe, so there is no other concept of nation 
that we could discuss at that point of time. Because if we go back in Indian history or 
European history or any other history for that matter, the modern bourgeois nation does 
not exist. Therefore, the question of how to define India did draw its inspiration from the 
European debates. European ideas about the nation have enriched our understanding of 
the nation. Now I would like to point out one significant difference that we have in India 
if compared to any European nation which we must take cognizance of to understand 
the debate which took place in the early twentieth century. There are very few countries 
left in the world today, barring Canada and just a few others, where there are so many 
languages, so many religions, and so many cultural identities. In Europe there are hardly 
any multi-cultural, multi-lingual states. If you look at European history, you do not get a 
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concept of a multi-cultural, multi-religious and multi-linguistic nation. Wherever there is 
one, there are struggles within them. Yugoslavia was perhaps one of the last ones in 
Europe and we have seen what has happened to it. And there was the Soviet Union, the 
fate of which of course is also there in front of you. So if you look at European history, 
nationalism there was far more bloody, far more exclusive, than what we have 
experienced in India, and it’s important to emphasize that. If you look at the European 
nations today, they are virtually mono-lingual, virtually mono-religious. In Germany, 
there are very few Catholics. In France, there are very few Protestants. In the European 
countries you would find the dominance of either the Protestants or the Catholics. 
Minorities hardly exist. Wherever they did exist, they were sent to the United States. 
Fortunately, very few countries in the world today have the option of either consigning 
its minorities to death camps or sending them over to the United States. 

In India, we should be very proud of the fact that we are perhaps the only country in 
the world which has such a diversity of languages—major languages, not minor 
languages—and major religions. In that sense it’s a unique experiment. Now, if you look 
at the early twentieth century you will see Nehru had spoken of ‘unity in diversity’. 
Nehru was very careful. He did not want to define it too closely. India is very diverse, 
somewhere there is difference, somewhere it is similar. What he was really trying to 
define is that within a certain boundary, we have to create a nation. And the basis of this 
nation will be its economic boundary: we will keep imperialism and colonialism out of 
this boundary. This, is in a nutshell, was the nationalism of the Congress. In that 
boundary, everybody was a part of the Indian nation as long as we kicked the British out. 
In a sense India was the birthplace of twentieth-century nationalism—Nehru and the 
dominant sections of the Congress maintained that the basis of nationalism was 
economic, and the nation was to be built on the basis of the struggle against colonialism 
and imperialism. 

Compare this with the ideas of Savarkar, Hegdewar and Golwalkar. They suggested 
that only religion could form the basis of nationalism. And they were pointing to certain 
ideas of European nationalism, where the concept of the nation was not only based on 
language, but was also religious. This, as I said, was extremely exclusive. In Europe, 
almost every major nation had also a major religion, and other religions were virtually 
persecuted within its boundaries. Therefore, it is not surprising that Golwalkar resonates 
Hitler, on the question of ethnic minorities being massacred and ‘cleansed’, which 
Golwalkar felt was the ‘highest form of racial pride’. Golwalkar’s definition was also a 
‘race and blood’ kind of identity. There is no place for those who come from outside. The 
birth of European nationalism also included the category of religion. Formally, European 
nationalism may term itself secular, but religion was always a basis and that exclusivist, 
religious model of nationalism is what the Sangh Parivar wants to impose here too. 

If you look at someone like Savarkar on the one hand, and, say, Dayanand Saraswati 
on the other hand, they are actually quite different. Savarkar was never interested in 
religion per se. He was looking at religion from the point of view of how to construct the 
Indian nation. Dayanand Saraswati who may have also subscribed to some communal 
ideas, I don’t know—but there is no question that Dayanand Saraswati’s main focus was 
religion. His central question, how to reform religion, may have been governed by a 
sense of nationalism, but that was not his fundamental focus. His fundamental focus was 
religion. But if you look at Savarkar, his primary focus is the nation. If you look at 
Golwalkar or Jinnah, their primary focus is nation and national identities; it has very 
little to do with religion per se. If you look at Jinnah for instance, he was not religious. 
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Jinnah was, in his personal life, completely secular. He ate pork, he had his two whiskies 
in the evening, unlike Azad—though Khushwant Singh says Azad also used to drink in 
the evening, but we don’t know about that! Jinnah was not religious. There was no role 
for religion in his personal life, it had a political role. For him, religion was political; 
religion was not religion. This is what I mean by saying that he was secular in his 
personal life. 

So in fact, religion as religion and the political expression of religion are really two 
different things. There is a political project of what is the nation. And Golwalkar, 
Savarkar and Jinnah were all in fact talking about the political project of the nation in 
which religion was supposed to play a part. And that’s why, in technical terminology, 
this is really being called religious nationalism. Just as you could also have linguistic 
nationalism, ethnic nationalism, or other forms of nationalism. You can have white 
nationalism—like the Klu Klux Klan (the KKK) a group of white supremacists, who say 
that no black, no brown, can be part of this nation, so the United States should be a white 
nation. This is a racial, ethnic idea of the nation. You can have various concepts of nation, 
some of which are exclusivist, in that they exclude certain people from their concept of 
the nation. Against this is an inclusivist concept of nation which is basically territorial 
nationalism, that is, within the boundaries of the nation all have equal rights. All have full 
rights to be citizens of this country. This conflict, between an exclusivist idea and an 
inclusivist idea, is what we are witnessing today.

Now, the interesting point to me is that in the National Movement—and there is no 
doubt about this—those who wanted to build the nation on religious lines were on the 
back foot. They could never come to the forefront of the National Movement because 
they did not want to fight the British; they wanted to fight the Muslims. This was very 
clear before the people. So they were never very important in the National Movement. 
Particularly in 1948, after Gandhi’s assassination, they lost legitimacy, and they were 
pushed further back. What is it then that brings them up today? I think this is worth 
exploring. If the basis of economic nationalism is the endeavour to control and prevent 
foreign capital within the boundaries of the nation, we have to think about globalization. 
The globalization that we are talking about does not mean that national boundaries have 
receded in the world. Globalization means a special integration of markets in which 
capital can move freely. National boundaries stay. But they stay to see that people don’t 
travel. You would be asked whether you are a citizen or not but capital and commodities 
would face no such questions. So, in effect, you have to now define the nation minus the 
economic space. The way we had conceived the nation on an economic basis, protecting 
it from foreign capital—if that is taken away then how do we define the nation? This is 
the problem. This is the problem that a lot of the so-called ‘secular’ parties are facing. 
Having decided that they are all a part of globalization, having decided that they have to 
invite imperialism, on what basis can they now think of the nation? And bear in mind 
that actually, globalization today really does not mean globalization. No one is against 
globalization. As an idea, who speaks against people travelling here and there? No one 
does. But when one says that capital can come in and enslave you, but you can’t go out—
that is a particular kind of globalization. Where it is said that you can’t sell your 
agricultural products in our markets—as the European Union says—but we should have 
the right to sell our commodities in your market, you can’t impose duty. Capital can flow 
in and out as and when it wishes. In this manner, what we are witnessing is the return of 
almost colonial forms. Under British colonialism, there were restrictions on Indians 
travelling to England, but British capital could flow in and out of India quite freely. 
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When England sold any of its goods in India it paid no or minimal duty. Foreign capital 
was entitled to loans, but Indian capital was not. So it could capture the Indian market 
completely. All these things are recurring in India today. Under financial liberalization, 
trade liberalization, the way barriers are being taken down, what we are really getting is 
the re-creation of what happened under British colonialism minus the white man coming 
here. 

Now, the problem that arises is, if we have defined the nation in terms of economic 
space and if we let that go, then how do we define the Indian nation? This is the crisis of 
the Congress variety of nationalism. They had a definition of the nation which started with 
economic boundaries. Now they are giving up economic nationalism. And they have 
nothing to offer in return. If you look at the BJP today, what it is offering is a certain notion 
of culture. Now, even that notion is very exclusivist and narrow, but they are offering us 
culture. Not economic space. They are one with the Congress on these questions. Foreign 
capital should be granted full freedom. In Yashwant Sinha’s economic policies you can see 
that there is no difference with the Congress’ economic policies. But in the name of cultural 
nationalism they seek to maintain the national identity. When you talk of cultural 
nationalism you have to define culture. And when you define culture you will have to 
leave out certain groups. Therefore, the cultural nationalism of the BJP variety defines the 
nation as a Hindu nation, which is what they have done. But the success of this stems from 
the fact that today, the so-called secular forces have given up the concept, the alternate 
concept of the nation, and it is this giving up of economic nationalism which makes it so 
difficult for them to defend the concept of the nation itself. Today when the left democratic 
forces in the country talk of the nation, we are talking of economic nationalism and 
territorial nationalism as a part of that. 

We have to understand another process in particular. There is a particular characteristic 
to this capital as well. If you look for instance 25 years ago, the major part of transactions 
in a month was transactions of goods and services. Only about 25 per cent of the total 
transactions were what would be called financial transactions. Today, foreign capital is 
invested in shares and markets. There is no transaction in terms of either goods or services. 
It is just a transaction in terms of money. You buy and sell currency. None of these 
transactions produce any value. It is only a matter of accounting. The same commodity 
changes three hands, all three earning some amount. The commodity remains the same. 
No value addition takes place. This is what I would distinguish between a financial 
transaction and a transaction which has something that’s productive at its base. One is a 
speculative transaction and the other has real value at the bottom, where labour enters in 
some form or the other. If you look at the transactions today, we would find that 96 per 
cent of the transactions today are speculative or purely financial transactions. Only 4 per 
cent of all transactions in the world are supported by goods and services. If you look at the 
total transactions you can see speculative capital is far more dominant in India than 
transaction in terms of productive assets, in terms of investments—what are called foreign 
direct investments. Why this increase? One, due to technology. Through computers and 
the internet transactions can be carried out from any corner of the world instantly. Two, 
there is enormous amounts of what is called liquid mobile capital. This is capital that is in 
no way invested in productive assets. There is no way this amount of capital can enter into 
large investments. Because there is no money in the hands of the people. There is not 
enough market in India for huge investments. Where the people have money the 
investments are virtually saturated. There is no need for more cars. There is no need for 
more television sets. Everyone has two of each. So there is a limitation in increase in 
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productive assets. As a result, today there is an enormous amount of liquid capital which 
is seeking speculative channels. This accumulation of speculative capital has two reasons. 
One, an enormous amount of criminal money: money made on narcotics, especially on 
opium and cocaine. A lot of capital is accumulating in that. Ultimately all of it gets washed 
through Cayman banks, through Mauritius and all that, and enters into the world financial 
channels. Two, in the Third World countries, like India or the countries of Africa, 
politicians and the bureaucrats receive a lot of money in kickbacks. In all transactions, as in 
defence, huge amounts of kickbacks are involved. They also reach Swiss Banks, Cayman 
Islands, Mauritius, etc., through the speculative channels. That money cannot enter 
productive assets, or else it would get caught. It remains in the speculative channels. There 
is an enormous amount of speculative capital today, which is also seeking to dilute 
national boundaries to seek speculative profit. So there is an economic basis for the attack 
on the nation apart from the political basis which is of course the fall of Soviet Union, the 
weakening of the national liberation struggles in the world, the weakening of the fight 
against imperialism and globalization. In fact, politically, the fall of the Soviet Union has 
left no real economic challenge before the capitalist countries. And therefore the correlation 
of forces between the people of the Third World and imperialism is decisively tilted in 
favour of imperialism. Due to this the economic boundaries have weakened. 

All this is not to argue that therefore we have to give up fighting and we have no hope. 
If you look at the movements in the world, you would find that people are challenging this 
paradigm of globalization in a major way. This whole idea that global corporate capital 
should rule the world is being challenged by the working class and by various sections of 
the people all over the world. This is a major struggle. This is in fact the inclusive basis of 
the nation. Wherever this struggle is taking place the question of the unity of the nation is 
being raised. And wherever this struggle is not strengthened, divisive nationalisms and 
divisive forces will come to the forefront. My central thesis, then, is that communalism and 
globalization, which might appear to be two different processes, are actually 
interconnected. If you define the nation from the standpoint of territorial nationalism, 
which is the basis of all progressive, democratic ideology vis-à-vis the nation, then you can 
fight globalization, you can fight communalism. But if you want to fight communalism 
only on the basis of secularism without defining the nation and giving up the nation to 
imperialism, then it is not a battle which can succeed. And that is why today, secular 
opposition to communal ideology suffers from the weakness that it seeks not to define the 
nation at all, but argues for secularism without arguing for fight against the economic 
basis of imperialism. The minute we give up the idea of economic nationalism, the whole 
idea of territorial nationalism is in danger. That is why today, the bourgeois secular parties 
are finding it so difficult to combat the RSS ideology. The classic case is Gujarat, where the 
main opposition was the Congress. And the Congress’ ability to stand up to the BJP has 
been progressively weakened to the extent that they may win an election here or there, but 
nevertheless they have not been able to combat the deep penetration of the communal 
ideology in Gujarat. And that, I think, is a far bigger danger to the nation than the electoral 
fortunes of the BJP. The BJP being defeated is obviously the first step for the restoration of 
any kind of secular ideals in Gujarat but it is not going to be enough. Because unless the 
Congress and other forces are able to counter the communal ideology of the nation as an 
exclusivist Hindu identity, unless we are able to replace it with territorial nationalism, it is 
going to be very difficult to fight this battle. 

[Talk delivered on 1 April 2002. Prabir Purkayastha is a member of the Delhi Science Forum 
and has written extensively on the power sector.]
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One day in the Ruhr district—it had been raining for quite some time and for two 

days the bakers had had no bread—I met a young German writer, one of  those who 

had made their debut during the war but had not personally lost the war, since they 

had intellectual emergency exits at their disposal. He had succeeded in renting an 

elegant chalet-style villa in the middle of  a wood, so that a couple of  kilometres of  

flaming red autumnal trees separated him from that most ferocious hardship which 

prevailed among the ruins in the Ruhr district. What an odd feeling it is to leave one 

of  the Ruhr mines (where a despairing mine-worker, bloodshot eyes in a black face, 

had removed his dilapidated shoes to demonstrate to me that he was not wearing 

socks inside them) only to find oneself  at the center of  an autumnal idyll, where even 

hunger and cold have become so cultivated that they assume an almost ritual 

character. The mere fact of  entering a garden that has not been plundered gives rise to 

a strange feeling, similar to the feeling one gets on entering a room bursting with 

books, anything from Dante to Strindberg’s inferno, in this bookless Germany where 

a book is such a rarity that it is approached with reverence. 

On this island in a sea of  horror sits the young writer with the tired smile and the 

aristocratic name, smoking cigarettes which he got in exchange for books, and 

drinking tea that is almost as bitter as the autumn outside. What a remarkable way of  

life. That outside world full of  hungry mine workers, grey tenement blocks with 

demolished fronts and grey cellar dwellers whose camp beds stand in feet of  water 

whenever it rains as it is raining now, that world is not unknown here, but it is not 

accepted, is kept at a distance, as befits something unseemly . . . 
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There we sit in the approaching darkness discussing the 

baroque era. The whole room is full of  the baroque; lying on 

the table are thick German treatises on the baroque as an 

architectural style. He is in the process of  writing a novel set in 

the baroque era and based on an unfinished work by 

Hoffmannsthal. At the moment he is reading up on baroque 

architecture so as to be able to construct an accurate reality for 

his characters who are not going to be masked contemporaries 

with nutritional problems and thoughts of  hunger, but instead 

genuine baroque figures of  baroque flesh and blood, who 

think baroque thoughts and live a baroque life.

The baroque—a none too timely life style for the Ruhr district 

which is experiencing its first food riots. But then what does 

timely mean in a poet’s workshop where time only begins to 

exist when it is too late?

[from Stig Dagerman, Reiseschilderung (1947), Frankfurt, 1987]
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I  am here today, not because I am any expert on Gujarat, but because, on behalf 
of the CPI(M) and the All India Democratic Women’s Association, I was part of a team 
which visited Gujarat for five days in March. The report of what our team saw, the places 
we went to, all that has been published and I believe you have all been given copies of that. 
So I will not go into all that. I believe that this meeting is thinking about taking up a concrete 
nation-wide plan of action to take the truth of Gujarat to the people. That is as it should be. 
The reason why I believe it is necessary to speak about Gujarat today is because when we, as 
activists, as avid participants in the movement for fundamental social change, look at the 
challenges before our movement today, we have to, from time to time, analyse the different 
forces which are the main barriers to our development. And I do believe that today, while 
there may be many different experiences, there may be many different ways of looking at 
the situation in India, or the challenges before us, there is I think a general consensus on one 
issue, that communalism, the use of religion as an instrument of political mobilization by 
communal forces, is one of the greatest dangers facing movements for social change. 

However, in speaking about this, we also see the different ways of looking at 
communalism—although that is not my topic today, but I do want to make some points 
before coming to Gujarat directly. Although communalism is correctly recognized as a great 
danger facing us, there is also a hesitation among a fairly substantial section of NGOs who 
do consider themselves constituents of the movement for social change, to actually identify 
the political forces behind the growth of communalism. I do not know what your experiences 
in the cultural field are, but I can tell you that as far as women’s organizations and women’s 
movements are concerned, there is a trend which says that we must keep away from 
‘politics’. This, I believe, is totally wrong. Because, after all, as cultural activists or as women 
activists, we are first and foremost political activists. After all what is culture for, what is the 
movement for women’s emancipation for, if not for social change, which in turn, is directly 
related to politics? And when I talk about politics I am not talking about a particular 
political party; I’m talking about politics in a wider sense—politics as being reflective of 
relations created by certain socio-economic structures. No matter what our ideological 
persuasions may be, we cannot be outside these structures. These structures confront us 
every day, at every moment in our work, and even in our personal lives. Therefore, to 
imagine that we can carry on with our movement merrily oblivious to politics is 
fundamentally wrong. Because I do consider the different sections of this movement as 
constituents of the larger movement for social change. I don’t consider them outside the 
movement just because we may not agree on many issues. But I do believe that this trend 
among a substantial section of NGOs to not directly confront the issue of the political aspect 
of communalism has damaged, and will further damage, the movement. Therefore when we 
talk about our understanding of communalism we have to be pretty clear about it. I know 
you have discussed this issue at great length over the last two days, so I will not go into 
those details.

The other general point that I would like to make is that while talking about 
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communalism, we obviously cannot be blind to minority communalism either. Our friends 
from Kerala are here, they will be able to speak about it in the context of the church—how 
the church in Kerala is really the symbol of the most reactionary forces. The church 
represented some of the largest landowners who fought against the land reforms initiated 
by the E. M. S. Namboodiripad government in the 1950s, and ever since then they have 
really symbolized the worst reaction in Kerala. Even this time you will see that when the 
state government employees went on a historic strike, it was the church in Kerala which 
actually helped Anthony [Kerala Chief Minister A. K. Anthony] to mobilize sections of 
people against the strike. We have seen this in the northeast as well, how certain sections of 
terrorists are supported by the church. One of the most deadly groups of terrorists in 
Tripura, the NLFT, is helped by a section of the Baptist church based in the United States, 
and getting money from them directly and trying to mobilize tribals in the name of a 
particular form of Christian fundamentalism. About Islamic  fundamentalism, I do not think 
I need to say very much. You are all aware of the situation, how the Muslim fundamentalist 
leaders are trying to prevent the Muslim masses, which include some of the poorest sections, 
the most backward sections in India, from coming into, becoming a part of, the movement 
for social change. This is most clearly visible in the attitude of the fundamentalists towards 
women and women’s rights. All this is very familiar to you. 

So there is really no question of not recognizing the threat posed by minority 
communalism. Yet, having said that, we must also understand that there is a major 
difference between the fundamentalism of the majority community as compared to that of 
the minority communities. While recognizing that the growth of the two is interlinked in the 
sense that they feed upon each other, the communalism of the majority community is more 
dangerous, more damaging to the country and its people. This is because while minority 
communalism leads to separatism, majority communalism leads to fascism. This, one would 
imagine, should be axiomatic, this should be a truism. But we have found, and you must 
have also seen in your area of work, that there is a certain reticence that a number of people 
have in saying this. There is still a trend that is reticent about identifying Hindutva as the 
greatest danger facing the country. This ties up with what I was saying earlier about a 
hesitation in identifying the political forces behind the growth of communalism. Now, 
before coming to Gujarat, let me just clarify that while we believe that the forces of Hindutva 
are the forces of fascism, that does not mean that fascism has been already established in 
India. I know many people who believe that we are now living under a fascist regime, etc. 
No, we don’t have that understanding. All that I am trying to point out to you is that, the 
difference between the two communalisms, majority and minority, is something that we 
have to intrinsically integrate into our entire movement, into our slogans, into our 
understanding, into our strategies. If we don’t do that, our work will lose its political edge.

That was a bit too long for an introduction, for which I am sorry. But I felt that we must 
have a sort of background to what we are actually seeing in Gujarat . . .

Now, on Gujarat—as I told you, I am no expert on Gujarat, its history, its social makeup, 
its culture, etc. I am only here because I was a part of the team which went there, and 
therefore I can report to you what the exact situation is. The first thing about the Gujarat 
carnage that we have to understand is that it is not a riot. That is the propaganda of the RSS, 
etc., that there are communal riots taking place in Gujarat. That is a complete falsehood. You 
see, we cannot at all describe Gujarat as a state where riots are taking place because a riot 
assumes a clash between two forces. And here we are really talking about a one-way carnage. 
But the way that Gujarat has been explained by both the state government and the central 
government is that it is somehow a ‘spontaneous’ reaction to the burning of 58 people on the 
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Sabarmati Express in Godhra on 27 February. So what has assumed centrestage is the issue 
of Godhra, and I think we do need to confront this whole issue. If we are going to decide on 
our future plans, whether it is in the cultural field, or it is within women’s movements, we 
do need to confront what happened in Godhra and what our understanding of what 
happened in Godhra is. Now, there has been a motivated propaganda and a big effort, by 
the central government, the state government, and the Sangh Parivar and their supporters 
in the media, to put the secular forces on the defensive on the issue of Godhra and to make 
out as though Godhra did not provoke or did not result in strong protest by the secular 
forces because the secular forces are biased in favour of the minority community. I don’t 
know whether you have read some of the most outrageous writings in newspapers on this. 
Just think about it: we are being told that the carnage in Gujarat is because the secular forces 
were allegedly insincere in their condemnation of what happened in Godhra. Now, apart 
from the falsehood that we did not react to Godhra, or that we reacted too late, I am just 
appalled by the whole argument! To hold us responsible for the killings they are indulging 
in! As somebody very correctly replied in a letter to The Indian Express, why should the 
minorities of Gujarat be punished if the secular forces sitting in Delhi did or did not react? A 
very logical question.

But anyway, the fact of the matter is that on this completely motivated propaganda, we 
have to be very clear. After Godhra, there was outrage, there was strong condemnation in 
the whole country, and there was strong condemnation in Gujarat. Godhra happened on the 
27th. What happened within Godhra on the 27th? Was there any ‘spontaneous’ reaction? Was 
there any ‘spontaneous’ reaction on the 28th? No. If there was to be any spontaneous 
reaction, the first spontaneous reaction would have been in Godhra. But there wasn’t. Even 
later, when the carnage across the state began with the VHP bandh, Godhra itself has 
remained relatively calm. So to say that the carnage which has followed the burning of the 
bogies in Godhra is in some way a ‘spontaneous’ reaction, is utterly false.

Now there is no question at all that what happened at Godhra, the burning of 58 people, 
many among whom were not even karsevaks, was a horrible atrocity. There is one aspect of 
that incident which has not been written about much, but which I want to talk about here. In 
that bogey which can take 72 passengers, there were about 135 people who had got on 
ticketless, and who had harassed the passengers. They had misbehaved with hawkers, with 
women. Many were carrying their stoves, and were cooking inside the bogey, which is 
obviously a great safety hazard. Now, when the stone throwing began at Godhra, and then 
when the bogey caught fire, those who were stronger must have got out: the younger men, 
many of whom were karsevaks. And those who could not get out were mainly women and 
children. This is the reason why many among those who were killed were women and 
children. It is not as though anybody from outside had targeted only women and children. 
Please understand that. It is not that those who threw stones were targeting women and 
children in particular. But that is what the Sangh Parivar propaganda is making it out to 
be—that look at these Muslims, they burnt alive women and children. Also, we must not 
forget that there were cooking stoves etc. inside the coach. We too saw some of that when 
we went to Godhra. And you will be shocked to know that there was no special security for 
the burnt bogeys. Anyone can just walk in, look around, and maybe walk away with crucial 
evidence as well! Anyway, I was saying that the bogey had kerosene and stoves in it, and 
that is probably the reason why it caught fire so fast, not allowing the weaker people to get 
out.

This is not a justification in any way of the terrible atrocity in Godhra. But I am just 
trying to unravel for you the different aspects of the whole political conspiracy theory, 
which is being built around Godhra to justify something entirely different. And now today, 
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what has happened about Godhra? Why is it that almost one month—in fact it is over one 
month after Godhra—why is it that the investigation has not moved forward even an inch? 
Why is it that the government has not produced even a shred of evidence indicating that 
terrorists were behind the incident? Why has the government not produced the people 
responsible for the atrocity before the country? The Modi government has appointed a judge 
to enquire into the so-called ‘riots’. Please understand who that judge is. He is a judge of the 
Gujarat High Court, and is known to be a Hindutva sympathizer. Do you know that one of 
his important judgements was strongly criticized by the Supreme Court? In the words of the 
Supreme Court, he relied more on his imagination than on facts while propounding his 
judgement! This is the type of man they have appointed to the judicial enquiry commission 
into the Godhra incident. A man who relies more on imagination than fact! And we need no 
imagination to tell us what his imagination will tell us about Godhra. So the first point in 
our campaign on Gujarat has to start with Godhra. And when we start with Godhra, while 
attacking and completely condemning what happened in Godhra, we also have to raise 
today, one month later, this crucial question, what has happened to the investigation? You 
know, they arrested 12 year olds, 15 year olds under POTA. Why? They have arrested the 
local Congress head of Godhra. Who is that man? A man who had led the no-confidence 
motion against the BJP sarpanch there and managed to get both Hindu and Muslim votes to 
defeat him. For the last one year they have been trying to target him and it was very 
convenient that this happened. But they have got no proof of anything. Because where he 
lives is far away from the area where this has occurred. All this has to be raised, all this has 
to be placed before the people of this country. So the first question is Godhra.

The second question, and that is the most crucial aspect, is that, as we all know and as I 
have already stated—what is happening in Gujarat is not a riot, it is a one-way carnage 
targeting the minority community. And one thing, comrades, I would like to share with you, 
is that there have been so many incidents of communal violence in this country, and they 
have all been very inhuman, very violent, very brutal. But I think rarely have we ever seen 
the type of savagery which we have seen in Gujarat. This savagery, which is sustained 
savagery, is still going on. Women have been targeted, as always, but this time it has been 
taken to new lows. Imagine a pregnant woman’s womb being cut open and her foetus being 
. . . What we saw, what we heard, is difficult to even speak about . . . Sheer savagery. Utterly 
barbaric, brutal. And all this done in cold blood, with unerring precision, pinpointed 
accuracy. The message is as clear as it can be: we will not allow the minorities, Muslims, to 
even live here. We will destroy them totally. Annihilate them. Even a foetus does not have the 
right to be born. That is the message they are giving us.

Thirdly, we must understand the economic basis of all this. Compared to other states, 
the minority community in Gujarat, particularly the Muslim community in Gujarat, has a 
much stronger economic base. In certain industries they are the dominant force. For 
instance, the hotel and restaurant industry. And therefore it is no coincidence that the hotel 
and restaurant industry was the first target. In Ahmedabad alone, some 700 Muslim-owned 
hotels were burnt. And those hotels did not have Muslim names to be so identified. One 
hotel we saw was called ‘Sarvodaya’. Another was ‘Prakash’. Another ‘Shanti Bhavan’. 
These names do not in any way denote any particular community. But the killer mobs came 
armed with proper lists. And those lists had been published a year before by one of the 
newspapers which is the greatest supporter of the Sangh Parivar, called Sandesh. These lists 
were prepared in a previous campaign of the Sangh Parivar, the VHP and Bajrang Dal, 
which was to give a call for the economic boycott of the Muslim community. Incidentally, 
this paper, Sandesh, is the largest circulating daily in Gujarati.

So here we see (a) the use of terror to subordinate the minority community; and (b) a 
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campaign which was the culmination of the year-long campaign to economically cripple the 
community which would not only serve a communal purpose but would also help 
competitors from the majority community who were in that industry or industries. So you 
see how the lalas and the rich utilized the communal platform of the Sangh Parivar to push 
their own class interest. And part of this was also reflected in what I think is probably a new 
phenomenon that we see in Gujarat, and that is the direct participation of well-heeled 
middle class families actually joining the looting. So what happens here? You create a 
political atmosphere where your enemy is defined in terms of the other community, and 
aggression against the community and symbols of that aggression, say a looted item, 
becomes a trophy, a prize to boast about. That is what has happened in Ahmedabad, very 
well-to-do people have come in their Maruti Zens and exchanged information about what to 
loot from where on their cell phones, and now display their loot as trophies in their houses.

All this of course has not happened all of a sudden. I mentioned the campaign for the 
economic boycott of the minority community. Before this, you will recall that a couple of 
years ago, there were many attacks on Christians, on churches, priests and nuns in Gujarat. I 
met a woman from a village in a relief camp. This village, a year ago, had been the target of 
attack because two Hindu girls had decided to marry Muslim boys. And they were told, in 
Gujarat you cannot get married. Whatever the Constitution of India says, in Hindu Rashtra 
you cannot get married, you belong to different communities. A Muslim can never marry a 
Hindu. They were Hindu girls. So 300 Muslim houses in that village were burnt. Again 
those same Muslim houses have been attacked. Where are these people supposed to go? If 
they are attacked like this on an annual basis, how can they possibly survive? And of course, 
rehabilitation is nowhere in sight in the camps today. No compensation, no rehabilitation. 
There are no compensation forms being properly filled in. You go to the camps of Gujarat. 
There are 21 camps, over 1 lakh people today who are displaced in Gujarat. You will find 
numerous volunteers of different NGOs and organizations who are working round the 
clock, who are spending days on end just trying to get an FIR filed. People have come from 
Mehsana, people have come from the rural areas, they have fled to relief camps in 
Ahmedabad. They are being told, go back and file the FIR in the area where this happened. 
How is that possible? How can they go back, when they have nothing left there, when they 
have no guarantee that they can safely return. You know, over 1 lakh people today are 
refusing to go back because they are too scared.

So what happens as a result of this? An entire community is given this savage message 
that you can exist here but only as second-class citizens. You terrorize a community, you 
cripple a community economically and you teach that community that you will be killed 
unless you agree to stay as second-class citizens. What else is Hindu Rashtra, I ask you?

This is a question of hard politics. It’s not just about human emotions and sentiments. 
It’s a question of politics. And if we have to prevent Gujarat becoming the future face of 
India, if we have to fight within Gujarat itself, we cannot do it with good intentions and 
sentiments and feelings alone. Sentiments and feelings are very important parts of our 
campaigns and our own self-motivation. But make no mistake: the slogan of the Hindu 
Rashtra is a political slogan, and it will have to be combated, and defeated, politically. 

[Talk delivered on 2 April 2002. Brinda Karat is the Secretary of the All-India 
Democratic Women’s Association and a central committee member of the CPI(M).]
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JUrAJ’S heAd LAY in ThE mUd LikE An 
empTY diSh inTo which The rAindropS 
feLL. BUT ThE SoLdierS mArched pAST 

wiThoUT GivinG him A Second Look. A few 

STepS AwAY hiS neiGhBoUr SimUn, who wAS 

diGGinG A Two-YArd Trench, STArEd AT ThE 

irideScenT cLAY wiTh A pecULiAr feeLinG of 

empTinESS in ThE BAck of hiS neck And ALSo 

pErhApS wiTh A kind of premoniTion, AS oppoSed 

To feAr, ThAT Soon hiS own heAd woULd BE cUT off And 

USEd for SLoppinG-oUT AS in A priSon LATrine. once in A 

whiLe he GLAnced oUT of The corner of hiS eYe AT ThE 

Trench which JUrAJ hAd Been diGGinG An hoUr BEfore. SimUn 

imAGined A perSon mEASUrinG The hoLe ThroUGh which JUrAJ’S 

BrAin hAd SEEpEd on To ThE GroUnd. hE Admired ThE GEomeTricAL ShApe 

And refLecTed To himSeLf ThAT SUch A ThinG coULd hAve Been moULded BY A 

SkiLfUL poTTer renderinG God’S creATion wiTh eASe AS if 

iT were noThinG BUT dUST And wATer.

[from miLJEnko JErGovic, ‘SArAJEvo mArLBoro’ (1994), in ScAr on ThE STonE: 

conTEmporArY poETrY from BoSniA, Ed. chriS AGEE (BLoodAxE BookS, 1998)]
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‘ W h e r e  d o  w e  g o  f r o m  h e r e ? ’
t r i d i p  s u h r u d

 L i k E  A n  e m p T Y  d i S h  i n T o  w h i c h  T h e  r A i n d r o p S  f E L L .

 L i k E  A n  e m p T Y  d i S h  i n T o  w h i c h  T h e  r A i n d r o p S  f E L L .
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A society not aware of what constitutes its self, a society celebrating persecution in 
schizophrenic silence. This is the Gujarat of today, a land where ‘shadows will be taken for 
questioning.’ A society where the government is the active agent of selective violence and 
where mass murder is celebrated.

I
On the first day of post-Godhra violence Ahmedabad was in a celebratory mood. While the 
Muslim localities on the eastern banks of Sabarmati were under siege and facing mass 
murder, the western part of Ahmedabad was cheering destruction of Muslim shops and 
other commercial enterprises. The commercial centre of new Ahmedabad, the C. G. Road, 
wore a festive look. One after the other shops belonging to Muslims were forced opened, 
people were allowed to choose what they wished to loot and the structure was burnt after 
that. Men and women, adolescent boys and girls participated in this loot. These were people 
like me. Urban, upper caste, middle class, English-speaking, Maruti-driving, brand 
conscious people. They chose objects with care, ensuring a proper fit. Designer shoes, 
clothing, watches and leather bags were what they wanted. Even exchanges and returns 
were possible. Friends and relatives were invited by cell phone and information about the 
next destination was exchanged. This macabre mob was not satisfied with looting only 
Muslim shops, they ended the day by breaking open the largest ‘life style product’ show 
room in town—not owned by a Muslim—and designer products displayed on two huge 
floors disappeared in less than an hour. 

It was as if the schizophrenia of Savarna, middle-class Gujarati had finally surfaced and 
was claiming to be recognized. The Gujarati self image has been very carefully cultivated. It 
is that of a peace-loving, non–violent, vegetarian, pragmatic, industrious, entrepreneurial, 
assimilative society. The Gandhian legacy, the Jain and Swaminarayan religions and the 
increasingly articulate diaspora have also contributed to this self-perception. This perception 
is also widely shared outside. Hence, despite a violent past each time Gujarat erupts in a 
violent frenzy people are dismayed. Gandhi and the mercantile-mahajan ethos are invoked 
and it is hoped that ‘pragmatic’, ‘ahinsak’ Gujarati will assert themselves and normalcy will 
be restored.

This cultural self-image—schizophrenic self included—needs to be examined. Similarly 
the Gandhian legacy and the mercantile culture also need to be understood. Gandhi in 
Gujarat has become a sign without a semiotics. As a global symbol he is a part of the 
political economy of signs, a symbol that can be used to sell a wide range of objects and 
ideologies. In the absence of a community which through its self-practices engages with 
themselves and society, the Gandhian institutions have lost their resonance. Self-practice 
was the principle means by which the Gandhian institutions affirmed themselves. Many of 
them have not been able to respond to the challenges from below, as they lack the empathy 

 L i k E  A n  e m p T Y  d i S h  i n T o        w h i c h  T h e  r A i n d r o p S  f E L L .
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for the marginal and the will to confront and humanize the state. Like the KVIC many of 
them have become institutions subsidized by the state. Gandhi is available to us an aptajana 
(an intimate friend) but in the absence of our own self-practices the societal Gandhi eludes 
us in times of crises.

The mahajan (mercantile) culture is characterized by the deep and abiding commitment 
to civil society. It was Anasuya Sarabhai along with Gandhi who led the first organized 
textile labour strike against the mill owners led by her brother Ambalal Sarabhai. The 
mahajans also participated in the nation building project. Some of the finest institutions of 
modern India were established by the mahajans of Gujarat. The IIM, the NID, the ATIRA, 
the PRL, the SAC, L. D. Institute of Indology, the School of Architecture and B. M. Institute 
of Mental Health all of which occupy a central place in the imagination of modern, 
industrial, scientific India, are all located in Ahmedabad. These centres of applied 
knowledge and technology were intended not only to set a benchmark in terms of 
knowledge but also as aesthetics of built spaces. Le Corbusier, Louis Khan, B. V. Doshi and 
Charles Correa were called upon to build these institutional spaces, giving Ahmedabad a 
place in the architectural annals. 

The mahajan culture has come to be replaced by a more aggressive industrial/ 
entrepreneurial class. This group has close ties with the peasantry made rich by the Green 
and White revolutions and the diaspora. They partnered with the state to transform Gujarat 
into a golden corridor, a mini Japan. This march towards industrialization was made 
possible by the politician-bureaucrat-businessman relationship. Political economy of 
corruption sustained this interdependence. This ruling elite had no stake in the civil society, 
in fact it was seen as a hindrance in the march towards a participation in the global culture 
and political economy. Any challenge to this model of economic growth was sought to be 
crushed. The struggle for the rights of the displaced people in the Narmada valley is a fine 
example of this. Those who spoke for the rights of the adivasis were called anti-Gujarat and 
by implication anti-national. The space for dialogue was never allowed to exist. A wide-
ranging political and social consensus on the issue allowed and supported the strident, shrill 
campaign and persecution of the activists. Intolerance towards a different perspective 
became part of the political culture of Gujarat. The political economy of corruption and 
politics of intolerance have come to inform the very structure of our economic, political and 
cultural life. The collapse of the cooperative bank movement illustrates this point. Gujarat 
was the only state where the cooperative movement had acquired a large-scale legitimacy 
and was also seen as a factor contributing to wealth and progress. This was not confined 
only to milk. The rich cooperative sector became an appendage to the political parties. It also 
sought covert alignment with the stock market, which led to the collapse of the cooperative 
banks movement. Harshad Mehta, Ketan Parekh and Bharat Shah are the new cultural 
heroes of the middle class. They represent the ability to manipulate the structures of the 
state and the financial institutions for wealth creation. Those who were looting the shops on 
C. G. Road for objects of desire were following the new icons of the Gujarati middle class.

This middle class was also able to incorporate the cultural, political and economic 
aspirations of the emerging middle class of dalits and adivasis. This alignment soon 
developed tensions and Gujarat in the early 1980s witnessed caste riots, where dalits were 
treated as culturally proximate to the Muslims. 

The Hindutva agenda arose against the backdrop of the caste riots in Gujarat. Its 
strategy was to create a larger alignment of Hindu castes and communities against the 
Muslims and Christians. The adivasis were also seen as a part of the new Hindu alignment. 
This strategy has to a great extent succeeded, as is evident from the recent riots. Despite 
having formed a political alignment with the dalits and the adivasis, the Savarna Gujarati 
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has deep cultural difficulties with this proximity. The Savarna Gujarati has no hesitation in 
funding, organizing and even legitimizing violence against the Muslim. But it has always 
sought to distance itself from the actual act of violence. This was seen as too problematic vis-
a-vis the non-violent self-image. Murder, arson, rape, looting was always attributed to the 
dalits, the OBCs or the ‘Criminal Castes’. These communities are seen as culturally closer to 
the Muslim—non-vegetarian, impure, uncultured, speaking an impure form of Gujarati, a 
non-progressive lot. By attributing violence to these sections the Savarna Gujarati kept 
deluding itself. At the same time, the Savarna Gujarati practised other forms of structural 
violence against women, against the dalits and the adivasis.

But this cultivated self-image was shattered during the recent and ongoing violence. It 
was the Savarna Gujarati, secure of political patronage who participated in the violence with 
abandon. It looted, raped, killed, and burnt without hesitation. Not only that, the instinct to 
speculate in money markets expressed itself in the most blasé form. Ahmedabadis gambled 
and speculated large sums of money on the areas that were likely to come under curfew 
next. This was done without remorse.

One of the victims of the recent riot has been the self-perception of Gujarati middle 
class. The schizophrenia latent so far has surfaced and has claimed its victim.

II
Where do we go from here? Is the Gujarati mind irretrievably lost to communal forces? Is 
there no space for a dialogue? It is very easy to be pessimistic in the Gujarat of today. The 
NGO movement which in the post-Navnirman period took upon itself the task of 
articulating the needs of the marginal sections and humanizing the civil society and the state 
appears unwilling and incapable of playing the role of the conscience keeper. Despite its 
admirable record in creation of livelihood, in the participation for movements for human 
rights and dignity, its ability to access national and global resources in moments of crises 
like the 2001 earthquake, the professional NGOs appear exhausted and bereft of imagination. 
They are under pressure to remain relevant in the new global economy and culture. The 
creation of a tolerant, dialogic and secular society is not a project which can be measured in 
quantifiable parameters. It attracts no developmental funding. It requires a much deeper 
longterm engagement with society and culture. The NGOs have a role to play here, but it 
cannot be their sole responsibility. 

The educational and academic institutions have also failed to play a significant role in 
the affairs of Gujarati society. The nationally reputed institutions mentioned earlier have 
chosen to delink themselves from the city and the state. Their liberal campus cultures have 
been under some pressure. This has made them both inward looking and trans-global 
simultaneously. Their self-perception is that of an island—of tranquillity, of excellence, of 
leadership. This they believe can be achieved best by alienating themselves from the decay 
around them. This distancing appears total. Ahmedabad does not necessarily think of them 
as its own institutions. The institutions see their location as a fact of the past. They are not 
part of the imagination of the city, the city does not inform their dreams and projects. Even 
the mahajan families that helped establish them do not engage with them at any 
fundamental level. 

The 10 universities of Gujarat fare no better; they cannot even claim excellence. They 
have not been able to communicate to the students the importance of dialogue in the process 
of learning and living. Despite a high degree of politicization student politics is 
unimaginative and plain boring.

Gujarati literature has been self-absorbed for over three decades. The only language it 
can speak is that of the first person singular. Even this language has possibilities, if 
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accompanied by a larger dialogue with the self and the society. But Gujarati literature is not 
attempting to do even that, notwithstanding some exceptions. The Gujarati theatre 
movement is exhausted; even the so-called commercial theatre finds no takers. The Gujarati 
film industry has been dead for over a decade now. The challenge posed by violence is not 
likely to be met by cultural expression. 

Gujarat showed remarkable fortitude in the face of the earthquake last year. But soon 
the urban middle class put this tragedy behind them. Building norms are being flouted 
again; rehabilitation is one more ground for caste and communal conflict and also an 
opportunity to make money. This is not a pragmatic amnesia; it is amnesia of a people who 
do not know themselves.

Electoral politics is important. Even a hypothetical defeat of the ruling BJP is not likely 
to resolve the problem of the mind of the society. 

Gandhi had defined true civilization as one which makes possible a moral life. 
Civilization for him was that mode of conduct that showed to humans the path of duty and 
opened up the possibility of knowing the self. Self-knowing is not what the Gujarati mind is 
engaged in. Unless a significant challenge arises from those who are deprived of access to 
natural resources, education, health care, human rights and dignity and participation in the 
process of political decision-making, the Gujarati middle class is likely to continue its march 
towards self-destruction.

[Written in mid-June 2002. Tridip Suhrud is a social scientist living in Ahmedabad 
who works on the intellectual and social history of Gujarat.]  
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[from Zsuzsa Takacs, ‘refurbishment’ in The colonnade of Teeth]

i hear the neighbours come, but no one/crosses the mountain of rubble. dust flies, creeps/Under doors. 
once i feared cockroaches:/Their thousand feet no longer frighten me./i manage among the sounds of 
demolition.
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‘We cannot tell what will happen tomorrow’
inter v iew
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q. What is the nature of the communal presence in Karnataka?

achuth. In Karnataka, the communal elements, that is the Sangh Parivar, are very 
active in the social sphere. Actually, their front organization, BJP, is not that powerful. 
Politically they are not a big force. But socially, in every field, their infiltration has 
increased. Particularly in Karnataka, there are some muths, that is religious 
institutions, and some seers who are playing a very dangerous role. Some participated 
in the demolition of the Babri Masjid. Other swamijis also, who are very popular, are 
called for different functions where they instigate people. They may not be members 
of the BJP or Bajrang Dal or RSS. But in their own way they instigate and incite 
people. 

After the demolition of the Babri Masjid, CITU leaders, Samudaya, and the 
progressive writers participated in many seminars and functions which were attacked 
by RSS elements. The performance of the play Mahachaitra, about the medieval reform 
movement, written by H. S. Shivaprakash (Seagull Books, Calcutta, 2001), was 
interrupted in Dharwar district. Our troupe from Bangalore was not allowed to 
perform. They had to wind up and come back.

The Sangh Parivar is initiating new festivals that were not even popular earlier. 
Perhaps it is the same all over the country. Then there is the construction of temples 
particularly in the rural and coastal areas. New temples are coming up. And people 
are engaged in festivals of those temples. It is a tradition in coastal Karnataka that 
people go from one place to another where a festival takes place. It is a small coastal 
area. So people, one way or the other, are completely engaged in those festivals 
throughout the year. There is a new type of campaign they are doing surrounding 
these muths or religious institutions. A handful of rice from every house is collected 
every day. At the end of every month, one of the volunteers of the muths will collect it 
and give it to the religious centre. So there will be a continuous emotional attachment 
of people towards these religious institutions.

q. Why are people also going along with it? Are they forcing people?

a. They are not forcing people. In Karnataka, the Congress is the ruling party. And the 
opposition is Janata Dal. Janata Dal has split into two and there is a wide gap in the 
political arena. So the masses of people in Karnataka are against the BJP. They either 
vote Janata Dal or Congress. When the Janata Dal split into two, they voted for 
Congress. The internal currents are invisible. People are religious, so they are utilizing 
that. They are not forcing. Slowly they are infiltrating, interfering in their religious 
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customs. For any temple festival there will be a committee. And these people enter 
that committee and take the lead. They will make everyone participate actively. So 
what happens is that without quite realizing it, the people are converted to the Sangh 
Parivar’s way of thinking.  

In Karnataka there have been many reform movements. In particular, the 
Sharana movement of the twelfth century was progressive in nature. It was against 
the caste system. The downtrodden people have been attracted to that movement. But 
now the tide is different. Now it has become like another upper caste in Karnataka. 
Though against idol worship and Vedic rituals, they are now very busy with Rama. 
But there is another trend. Some religious centres of the Sharana movement are 
against the Sangh Parivar. Murugarajendra Swamiji is against the Sangh Parivar’s 
designs, and he makes speeches in different places against them. Another OBC 
Swamiji is also against their designs. So there is a positive trend also in these religious 
institutions. That is the difference in our state, Karnataka. These swamijis, who are 
secular, have been invited to different functions as well as to our seminars. The OBC 
Swamiji participated in the human chain against communalism.

Sanahelli Swamiji of another Sharana religious centre is also against these 
communal elements. He has a theatre repertory, and it travels throughout the state. 
For six months they are trained and they take part in three to four plays. Some of their 
plays are based on their reform movement. Their other plays are progressive and 
have also been performed by Samudaya and other progressive groups. 

q. Has the Sangh Parivar directly attacked cultural activists? 

a. In 1999, we formed a broad forum of progressive elements, a Vichara Vedike in 
Karnataka. While performing a play in different parts of the state, our artists were 
attacked more than once by the Sangh Parivar. In Anekal near Bangalore, Gundanna, 
our state committee office-bearer, was injured on the head when they attacked us. The 
artists had been attacked with blades. A BJP MLA—an RSS man—was involved in the 
attack. All theatre groups including Jana Natya Manch in Delhi, and others in 
Bombay, Calcutta, Assam, Tripura, Bihar, protested in a big manner. There was a 
massive protest throughout the country not only by the writers, artists and 
intellectuals but also trade unions, workers, women’s organizations, youth and 
students. M. S. Sathyu, Girish Karnad, the Progressive Writers’ Association—everyone 
participated in the protest meetings organized by Samudaya.

q. Have your plays addressed communalism?

a. In Samudaya we have some 25–26 troupes, units in different districts. Some 12 
units are very active, and others are doing only theatre. But our active units respond 
to everything—globalization, communalism. They hold seminars, or issue booklets, 
or perform street plays. Our Kolar Gold Fields unit regularly performs plays against 
globalization and communalism. In Kolar district, there are three units, and we have a 
coordination committee of these three troupes. We have already planned to conduct a 
jatha [a kind of cultural/performance caravan] in our district. And now after the 
decision of the All India Meeting of Street Theatre Activists, we plan to have it in a 
bigger way. Probably a jatha through the entire state. 

After Gujarat there have been incidents here and there. Kolar district is a 
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sensitive area. More than a hundred shops, small petty shops had been burnt during 
the VHP bandh after the Godhra incident. The VHP pelted stones on churches and 
mosques. The SP immediately reacted and arrested some 150 people and took them to 
Bellary Jail and Belgaum Jail.  When these arrested people were returning home they 
were given a hero’s welcome. A meeting had been arranged to which only a handful 
of the RSS people had come. Things are a bit calmer now. 

q. How has the figure of Tipu Sultan been misrepresented by the Sangh Parivar? 

a. I was telling you about the Vichara Vedike Karnataka. During that time, we 
planned to do street plays on the occasion of Tipu Sultan’s bi-centenary. There was a 
big hue and cry from the RSS people that Tipu Sultan was anti-Hindu. In fact he was 
not anti-Hindu. There are many instances in history when the Shringeri math was 
attacked by a Hindu king, Tipu Sultan went there and saved that temple. He was 
completely secular. In his court there were Hindu ministers. His close friend was a 
Hindu. He had done many developmental projects during his tenure. All his life from 
childhood till his death, he was fighting against the British. His father Hyder Ali also 
fought against the British. Tipu spent his life fighting against imperialism. That was a 
symbol for us. And in memory of this symbol we organized street theatre 
performances and other programmes throughout the state. The Sangh Parivar openly 
attacked a number of these programmes. 

q. What was the nature of the attacks? 

a. Often the actors were physically attacked. At some places the actors were chased 
away while they were announcing the play. Gundanna was chased and attacked. He 
was hit on the head and had to shelter in a house. At some places even the organizers 
had been attacked—like the CITU leaders. 

q. Is the RSS active among women, in schools and trade unions?

a. There are schools run by the RSS. And some Matri Mandalis are there, women’s 
wings. In schools, ABVP is active, but they are not in control. They are also working 
among students. And in trade unions they are not powerful. Even then, workers in 
Bangalore, middle class workers, public sector employees of Indian Telephone 
Industries, Bharat Earth Movers Limited, Hindustan Machine Tools, BHEL, and state 
public sectors are thinking along the lines of the Sangh Parivar, though now they are 
opposing globalization because it has started hurting their pockets. In general in this 
section, there is a pro-communal thinking. One Muslim engineer was arrested from 
the Bangalore unit of Bharat Earth Movers Limited, for allegedly supplying some 
secret documents to Pakistani agencies. There is a general anti-Muslim feeling among 
workers and middle class employees. But as far as globalization is concerned, now 
that their jobs are not secure and their pockets are affected, they oppose globalization. 
Even the Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh joins with other trade unions. 

q. You have said that one of the reasons they are so powerful is that they are converting people 
to their way of thinking without people knowing they are being converted. It is happening in 
an insidious way. How do you address this situation?

a. We are taking the essence of the reformist movements and we are staging plays and 
conducting seminars. Like the bhakti or sharana there are many progressive trends in 
the medieval reformist movements. That is the way, I think, just to remind the people 
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of these movements, and their humanitarian aspects.

q. And are you also focusing on the anti-brahmanical aspects? One of the things that can be 
powerful is the fact that there is a history of oppressed groups, who have had this anti-
brahmanical, anti-Sanskritization movements. There have been cases of adivasis joining 
against Muslims, and dalits joining the RSS against the Muslims. 

a. But it is not so in Karnataka. Dalits are not joining with the RSS. The possibility is 
not there now because there is a strong dalit movement in Karnataka. We cannot tell 
what will happen tomorrow, but as it stands now the dalit movement is against 
communalism. And as you said there has been a history of anti-brahmanical and anti-
upper caste reform movements. Now the tendency is that people want to show that 
they are no less than the upper castes. So the dalits and other backward communities 
conduct Satyanarayana Puja even though it is not at all related to their culture. Till 
recently Satyanarayana Puja was popular only among the upper castes. Now 
everyone is doing Satyanarayana Puja. It has become a prestigious thing. And so the 
hegemony of brahmanical power continues. 

q. But that gives the RSS more potential power . . .

a. Yes. 

q. So how do you combat that?

a. We have not worked out anything about that. Direct intervention will be difficult. 

q. You’ve said that the Sangh Parivar has attacked Samudaya programmes.  How do they get 
away with that? They are not in the government, so they are not getting government help. 
How come there is nobody there to stop the attack? In Gujarat the problem is that the 
government has supported the attack. 

a. They attack only where they are strong. And in other places, particularly in our 
places they are not in a position to attack. In Kolar district, in the gold mine when it 
was open, there was a working class movement. There is a dalit movement. Kolar has 
a history of a peasant movement and a traditional left movement. So in those places it 
is difficult for the Sangh Parivar. But the district centre is a sensitive area. Because 
there is a strong Muslim presence in Kolar, during the Babri Masjid demolition there 
was beating, burning and all that. 

q. Right now in Karnataka the dalits have not joined, but the potential is there. The fear that 
we have all voiced is that the rest of India should not become another Gujarat. Is there 
something in your future agenda where you use Gujarat to show, to let people know that they 
are being bought? 

a. We involve the dalit organizations in anti-communal protests. But the caste 
problem is there. There was an incident in Kolar district also. Dalits were burnt and 
so they attacked the upper caste. That is dalit versus upper caste. But as you said, it 
may lead to this polarization. Kolar district has a powerful dalit movement. But now 
it has been split into 2–3 groups. But all the groups were against this massacre. The 
left parties also spoke out against the massacre of the dalits. 

 The left movement is weak in Karnataka. The peasants are organized, but it is 
difficult for class organizations. But now the communal situation is boiling just under 
the surface. The RSS agenda is infiltrating. The positive aspect in Karnataka consists 
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of the social reform movements, the dalit movement, the Progressive Writers’ 
Association, and similar cultural movements and other mass organizations who are 
coming together on this issue. Now we are going to plan the campaign against the 
Gujarat massacre. 

[Achuth, Senior Member of Samudaya, Kolar Gold Fields, Karnataka, 
interviewed by Sameera Iyengar on 2 April 2002.]
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There will be those among you who will not be able to look

At a woman again, the mere look of the wound, the smell,

If you survive it at all, will be enough,

The need to repeat the act will forestall you,

The broken spines, the sobbing which turns

Suddenly to a scream you will hear

As if it had a will of its own.

Oh that perennial lament!

Beg to report, we have ripped off her shirt!

Beg to report, we have thrown her on the ground!

She was wailing like a broken siren.

Beg to report we made her lie on the door we smashed down

Because she tried to escape. Beg to report

We could see she was old. We saw she was ill.

We saw she was a child. Beg to report,

We had earned the special permit,

Each and every one who was there!

But the worst thing will be to do it again,

To go into battle for the sake of a woman.

To fire and to take the objective

And then to hear something whispering

No witnesses now! And palms sliding over

The open mouth of a cry.

Whatever you want, my love, but no screaming!

Whatever you want, only cover yourself,

From now on please wait for me

In a darkened room! Beg to report,

We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her!

Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped her!

[from Zsuzsa Takacs, ‘The Perennial Lament’, in The Colonnade of Teeth]
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We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped her!We have thrown her on the ground and have 
raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped her!We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the 
ground and raped her!We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped her!We have thrown her 
on the ground and have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped her!We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her! Beg to 
report I threw her on the ground and raped her!We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped 
her!We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped her!We have thrown her on the ground and 
have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped her!We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on 
the ground and raped her!We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped her!We have thrown 
her on the ground and have raped her! Beg to report I threw her on the ground and raped her!We have thrown her on the ground and have raped her! Beg 
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q. What sorts of communal challenges do you face?

rajinder saiwal. To tell you about the kind of challenge we are facing from the RSS, I 
need to make a single point—within three years there have been more than a hundred 
incidents of communal violence in Rajasthan. Of these 100 incidents some took the shape 
of communal riots. When some Nagarik Samitis (Citizen’s Forums) studied these events 
they found that the disciplined and trained RSS cadres have spread rumours among the 
minorities in the cities and towns and then used them to intensify the tension. It should 
be the task of the secular forces to study the use of rumours so that they can be effectively 
countered. Janvaadi Lekhak Sangh along with the Nagarik Samitis is engaged in this 
task. In that we found that most events were concentrated in the smaller towns. In the 
last three years they have also paid a lot of attention to the building of temples and other 
places of worship, and organizing religious programmes and festivals—some of which 
no one had even heard of or participated in earlier. Actually, the RSS has invented several 
religious festivals. For example, in some towns people would visit the Ganesh mandir on 
Wednesdays. Now it has taken the form of a ritual. People from well-to-do families also 
participate. In this manner they have managed to bring some fence-sitters into their fold. 
But there is a worry in the circles of Bharti Bhavan, the RSS headquarters in Jaipur, 
regarding the decline in the participation of the youth in the shakhas in the larger towns.  
They hold the TV and other media responsible for this. But through the Bajrang Dal, the 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad, the Durga Vahini they bring more and more people into their 
fold. We have seen how in the last three years they have made use of the dalit localities 
that are demographically linked to the Muslim localities. It is noteworthy how they have 
used dalits, OBCs and women in these riots. There was violence in Gangapur city on the 
day of the VHP bandh. [The VHP had called for a bandh the day after the incident in 
Godhra, Gujarat, where a train was torched and some 58 people, mostly women and 
children, were killed. The genocide in Gujarat began on the day of this bandh.] On 
Muharram day there was violence in which three people, including one OBC person, 
were killed. They have deliberately created this situation. The second instance is of 
Kishengarh, near Jaipur—which was once a major textile centre. On the day of the VHP 
bandh, when the administration prevented VHP people from entering a Muslim locality, 
there was tension. The police had to resort to firing. In Ganganagar, they tried to organize 
a yagna on the traditional tazia route. This had never happened before. The situation 
could have been controlled if the administration been a little more cautious. As a result, 
to prevent a clash between the two groups the police resorted to firing, killing three 
people. 
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The BJP government in Rajasthan was the first BJP government to complete a full term of 
5 years. But in the Assembly elections it could only win 33 out of the 200 seats. The 
democratic movements and the women’s movements of Rajasthan have played a major 
role in the removal of the BJP from government. It was not due to the alternative in the 
form of the Congress but due to the mass movements that the BJP was ousted from 
power.

q. Is there any movement against the commualization of education?

a. The Janvaadi Lekhak Sangh booklet on the way the RSS was communalizing the 
school syllabuses in Rajasthan has been distributed in the entire country and was even 
mentioned in the debate in Parliament. The booklet talks about how the RSS has 
marginalized our freedom movement, and presented the deeds of the karsevaks as heroic 
deeds. In the history texts across north India, they have imaginatively exaggerated minor 
incidents and distorted history. They have presented Maharana Pratap, Rani Padmini’s 
jauhar, and all the Hindu kings who had fought against the Mughals in a Hindu versus 
Muslim perspective. In all these texts they have portrayed the deeds of the Hindu kings 
as the struggle of the Hindu faith.

q. Is there a communal presence among the adivasis, the dalits? 

a. There are large areas in Rajasthan inhabited by the adivasis. In the last 75 years the 
RSS has infiltrated among them through the Vanvasi Parishad and provided benefits 
meant for NGOs to the Vanavasi Parishad, and even arranged for NRI funds. Marwari 
businessmen working outside Rajasthan have not put up a single industry or 
manufacturing unit but have pumped funds into the RSS network. These funds are 
mainly being used for the spread of the VHP, Bajrang Dal and the Vanavasi Parishad. So 
those businessmen who have not put up a single industrial unit in Rajasthan, are playing 
a part in destroying the communal harmony of the state. 

There was a small protest at the RSS headquarter, in Rajasthan on January 26. There 
is a lot of talk about this or that dargah not hoisting the national flag. This group 
protested against the national flag not being unfurled at the RSS headquarters. They took 
a photograph showing the absence of the flag and pointed out that the RSS demands that 
other communities respect the national flag, but does not hoist the tricolour at their own 
state headquarters—its nationalism is a false, pseudo-nationalism, it is not cultural 
nationalism but communal nationalism. The protestors used a slogan that said that in 
government buildings the BJP leadership talks of three colours, in their party office they 
talk of two colours, and in their private conversations they talk of a single coloured flag. 

The RSS also tried to create a rift between the Muslims, in the Bohra community of 
Rajasthan, and between the followers of the Sayedna and their opponents. While in 
power they filed a case on behalf of the followers of Sayedna against Sayedna’s 
opponents. They have made use of all sorts of divisive politics. The most astonishing 
thing is that they oppose Christian missionaries but send their children to schools run by 
them. They are desperate for admission to these schools—not to the RSS run schools, the 
Adarsh Vidya Mandirs, which are preferred for children from all the other sections of the 
Hindu community. The creamy layer of the RSS prefers missionary schools. There is a big 
gap between the issues they raise in public and their private preferences, between what 
they preach and what they practise, an almost 180 degrees swing.
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We have seen in Rajasthan how on the question of the entry of dalits into temples 
being raised, the RSS tries to dilute it. They say why do dalits assert themselves as dalit if 
they want to enter temples? 

q. What has been the response of the secular forces?

a. Recently in Ajmer, a centre of composite culture, they tried to vitiate the atmosphere 
during a by-election. But the people of Ajmer defeated the BJP by a good margin. In 
terms of geographical area Rajasthan is the largest Indian state. There is a lot of 
responsibility on the secular forces to fight RSS unitedly, or else it will be a very difficult 
battle in the times to come. It is a positive sign that people fighting in the field of 
academics, literature and culture and organizations working for democratic rights and 
human rights have unitedly fought on several issues, be it against POTO, communal 
violence and even on the issue of the right to information. This is a ray of hope, that the 
secular forces may have their own agenda, but in the face of a national issue they are 
willing to put up a united face. On the issue of POTO, 18 groups presented plays in 
various cities of Rajasthan. They even invited people from Delhi. They collected and 
distributed relief material for the victims of the Gujarat carnage, and distributed one lakh 
pamphlets. The common man fears that due to these communal issues the real issues of 
poverty, unemployment and retrenchment will take a backseat. So the secular forces 
should raise these issues as well. There are many forces that are with the NDA on 
economic issues even today. There is no difference between the Rajasthan and Central 
governments as far as economic policies are concerned. The common people want that 
the struggle to defend democracy should also wage the struggle to protect economic 
sovereignty. Trade unions and karamchari organizations have placed these viewpoints in 
various meetings.

q. What intervention has been made through group theatre or the cultural medium?

a. On the POTO issue, 7–8 theatre groups of Rajasthan formed a common team and 
prepared a street play under the banner of Sadbhav. They are presenting plays for the 
maintenance of communal harmony. In Jaipur there is the Safdar Hashmi Nukkad 
[Corner], where they performed street plays. They organized a kavi sammelan and a 
mushaira on Bhagat Singh’s martyrdom day. They have also demanded assistance from 
the state government for all groups working for communal harmony. A delegation met 
the Home Secretary of Rajasthan before the VHP bandh before Muharram and urged the 
government to take necessary steps to help maintain communal peace and ban the use of 
loudspeakers for that day in view of the possible clashes centring round namaaz and aarti. 
The state government was hesitant but finally issued the necessary order that ensured no 
untoward incidents occurred on that day. The secular forces in Rajasthan, despite the 
shortage of activists, have often taken such timely steps. The most significant contribution 
has been from people in academics, literature and culture, and organizations working for 
democratic rights and human rights. Under an umbrella organization they form an issue-
based unity.

q. Have you found the work of these organizations to be effective? 

a. Definitely. They are beneficial to mass movements. Attention should be paid to the 
implementation of the programme of action. If not a hundred per cent, as much as 
possible should be implemented—and all of it would be a step forward. Undoubtedly, 
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these sorts of conventions or get-togethers of cultural activists yield benefits. Such 
conventions should also be organized at the state level. We should note that Rajasthan 
and Gujarat are neighbours. And we should never underestimate the strength of the RSS 
in Rajasthan. It is a positive sign that even in these conditions they have been unable to 
carry out their agenda in Rajasthan.

q. Do you think after the Gujarat incidents communalism can be addressed in plays in the same 
way as earlier? 

a. We believe that the fight against communalism is not only a fight against fascism but 
also a fight to protect the ideals of socialism, democracy, secularism enshrined in the 
Preamble to the Constitution. For cultural activists it is not merely a battle against 
communalism, it is a fight to defend secular values. By secularism we don’t mean 
sarvadharma sambhava. We believe the state itself should be non-religious. Then we can 
fight the communal forces. Some of us also feel that the way ‘nationalism’ has been used 
has resulted in communal feelings taking the upper hand. Before 1947, Bal Gangadhar 
Tilak and Mahatma Gandhi used religion to further the nationalist movement. Post-1947, 
the divisive forces have utilized religion for their own benefit. They are trying to 
juxtapose patriotism (deshbhakti) and nationalism (rashtrabhakti). There is a lot of 
difference between the two. India is a country with different nationalities and sub-
nationalities. So, you cannot substitute it with one nationality. You have to consider the 
multiplicity of regional and ethnic cultures and people. Then you can fight against the 
fascist forces. Also, in India there are many religious identities. For example, the Bahais 
have their own identity. The adivasis have their own traditions, and they still believe in 
it. Today it is required to highlight the local and folk cultures. The folk music of 
Rajasthan, which has been used a lot by A. R. Rahman, needs to be used for secularism. 
But we have not used them for a large canvas. Even today we have been unable to use 
paintings. Only street plays and literature will not serve the purpose. If we can use the 
different forms of folk art we can counter the RSS. They have been taking forward a 
communal agenda since the 1930s, yet they have not been able to proceed too far. But the 
secular forces need to arm themselves. My wife belongs to Ahmedabad. At present she is 
in Ahmedabad. She is working with one or two relief centres. She feels that it is not the 
common people but the police and the administration that are responsible for the 
carnage. The common people want peace as these sorts of events lead to destruction. The 
struggle needs to be strengthened. Cultural activists should take up pragmatic 
programmes to fight the fascist forces.

[Rajinder Saiwal, Secretary, Janvaadi Lekhak Sangh, Rajasthan,
interviewed by Sameera Iyengar on 2 April 2002.]
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only the words 
break the 
silence, all 

other sounds 
have ceased. if i 

were silent i’d 
hear nothing. 
But if i were 

silent the other 
sounds would 

start again, 
those to which 
the words have 
made me deaf, 
or which have 
really ceased. 

But i am silent, 
it sometimes 
happens, no, 

never, not one 
second. i weep 

too without 
interruption. 

it’s an 
unbroken flow 
of words and 
tears. with no 

pause for 
reflection. But i 

speak softer, 
every year a 
little softer. 

perhaps. 
Slower too, 
every year a 
little slower. 
perhaps. it is 

hard for me to 
judge. if so the 
pauses would 

be longer, 
between the 

words, the 
sentences, the 
syllables, the 

tears, i confuse 
them, words 
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In1980 we formed the Sanskritik Manch with some 300–400 people from the 
intelligentsia of various towns of Haryana. We hold discussions on various issues, 
publish a few magazines and have established two/three libraries. There have been 
persistent attempts towards enlightenment. We involved ourselves wholly in the literacy 
campaign along with other cultural groups, and worked in the villages of several 
districts. It involved 1,000–1,500 literacy activists working among a few lakh villagers. 
Then we worked on consolidating the activists by building a network among the various 
groups while working under the banner of Haryana Gyan Vigyan Samiti. We have taken 
up various issues—developmental issues, social issues, female infanticide, communalism, 
etc. Several theatre groups have emerged. In the beginning there was only one theatre 
group—Jatan Natak Manch in Rohtak. Now there are 20 teams. They are not very regular 
but perform on various issues, including communalism. A few workshops have been 
held. Out of these, about 10–12 teams have the potential to develop into independent 
groups. Some years ago a full-length play Moteram ka Sayagrah written by Safdar Hashmi 
and Habib Tanvir was successfully produced. Comrades from Delhi provide constant 
help. These groups also hold regular discussions on ideological issues. There has been 
experimentation as well, like the dramatization of poems. Recently, a selection of poems 
on gender issues by Shubha was dramatized.

The Haryana Gyan Vigyan Samiti jatha toured Haryana with two plays—one on 
female foeticide, the other on globalization—during the post-literacy campaign period.  
The 40-day jatha toured about 60 villages and addressed 1.5 to 2 lakh people. In the 
course of the tour they held workshops, developed scripts. There are young people who 
have the motivation to enact good plays. Once the groups consolidate, several 
possibilities will open up. 

During the Revolt of 1857 this area had been one that put up resistance—Hindus and 
Muslims fought together. I have seen the records of three districts. At least a hundred 
people were hanged in Gurgaon, Rohtak, Hissar—mostly poor artisans, both Hindus and 
Muslims. No one knows their names. 1857 was a glorious history of brotherhood. There 
has been a long history of sacrifices—Munir Beg, Lala Hukumchand were martyred. 
Nawab Jajjar, the King of Ballabhgarh, was one of the feudatories. They shed their blood 
along with the common people in 1857. But by the time of the Partition in 1947 there was 
a communalization of the nationalist movement. In a few areas of Haryana there were 
mass murders, especially in Mewat. There was ethnic cleansing and largescale exchange 
of population. But still there is a substantial Muslim population in Mewat.  If you look at 
the layout you would find some extant signs—mosques, designs of houses. Communal 
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feelings are not that strong. This is the area of the Sufi saint Sheikh Farid. The counter-
tradition against brahmanism has been more popular there. The situation is not like that 
in other parts of north India, like in Uttar Pradesh. There is not a great resonance to 
communal propaganda. Yet we can’t say that there is a strong anti-communal current. 
We find a cynicism among the rich peasantry. This can be manipulated to generate 
communal passions. From 1988–89, there has been an organized effort. The ruling party, 
Devi Lal’s National Lok Dal, has compromised with the BJP on several occasions. The 
local parties—Haryana Vikas Party etc., eye the urban votes that are with the BJP. This 
has facilitated the spread of the communal elements in the villages. In that period for the 
first time we witnessed planned communal targeting. There was tension in Mewat and 
rioting took place. A lot of lumpen youth were mobilized during Advani’s rathyatra. Even 
during those days we presented plays, intervened, tried to build a network against 
communalism.  

The Arya Samaj has played a fairly active role in giving rise to communal feelings in 
Haryana. They intervened during the Partition—especially its Gurukul faction, not the 
DAV faction. They are more conservative, have more communal content. But till recently, 
we had only the Arya Samaj. Now there is VHP, Bajrang Dal, etc., carrying out their hate 
campaign in an organized manner and building an organization in some districts. There 
is a proliferation of religious activity in Haryana. The practice of mass religion is on the 
rise. All kinds of babas and godmen like Asaramji Bapu have started visiting. There are 
religious gatherings in towns with a lot of fanfare; a lot of money is being spent on all 
this. Many mandirs have been constructed—one on each railway station, and even in 
universities, in canteens. There was the inauguration of a Saraswati Sishu Mandir. The 
Central Government is using its influence to appoint RSS men in various institutions, in 
the Sahitya Akademi, as vice-chancellors to various universities. All this has given them 
a fillip. The ruling party hobnobs with the RSS. The Chief Minister makes statements that 
there should be Gita-paath (reading of the Gita) from Kurukshetra, just as there are 
readings of Guruvani from Amritsar on Akashvani every morning. In Mewat they have 
taken illegal possession of a large plot of land for the construction of a muth. The Chief 
Minister legalized that holding. Demands for teaching Sanskrit and other such symbolic 
statements are being issued. There is no contestation on the ideological plane. With this 
support from the state the RSS manages to consolidate. There are no checks on its ground 
level activities. Their men have infiltrated the bureaucracy. The ADC of a certain district 
visits schools to advocate the teaching of Vedic mathematics. He thinks it is his 
responsibility to do so. The communal forces are building their organization with State 
protection. They are trying to vitiate the atmosphere through local issues. 

Post-Gujarat, a lot of things have happened. We just visited Loharu on the Rajasthan–
Haryana border. This is where Mirza Ghalib’s parents-in-law stayed, and is mentioned in 
his letters. There are 40 Muslims there who are mostly labourers or carpenters. Some of 
them are engaged in the bangle trade. There are two-three well-to-do shops and a couple 
of meat shops. We went there as a small team and got to know that on the day of the 
VHP bandh there was vandalism in the two-three mosques. There was stoning, cars were 
destroyed. The violence was controlled. Some days later, on the night of the 16th of 
March, there was a phone call to the police station that a cow was being slaughtered in a 
mosque. It is a small police station. A few policemen visited the spot at night and woke 
up the two children sleeping there. They searched the mosque but there was no trace of 
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anything—no rope, no weapons, nothing. They put the children in the lock-up and 
questioned them through the night. In the morning at 10:30, people started gathering at 
the railway station in large numbers, about 1,000–1,200 people. This couldn’t have been 
spontaneous. There can’t be such rumours that there is a spontaneous reaction in the 
morning. Large numbers of people came from adjoining areas like Digawah, Dadri. The 
police claimed to have tried to stop them. But the masjid at the railway station was 
demolished. They destroyed 10–15 shops on the Wakf Board land. Except one or two, all 
other Muslim families of Loharu were attacked. The attackers had complete lists. There 
was looting of money and jewellery, and then houses were burnt. The people fled 
towards Pilani in Rajasthan. No one was killed, but all lost their livelihood. It was 
shocking. Ration cards, identity cards were burnt. Some of the Muslims had lived there 
for 30 years, some for a hundred years. The whole thing was pre-planned and organized. 
They were looting and burning till 4 o’clock. The police failed to reach in time. Bhiwani, 
the district town is just an hour away. The rioters reached there by 10 a.m., and the police 
reached only at noon. But did nothing much other than firing once when the mob was 
proceeding towards the Loharu dwellings. There has been no rehabilitation. There has 
been a symbolic distribution of utensils. Nothing could be saved.

In Haryana there are a lot of lumpen youth—matriculated, unemployed, who can be 
motivated and utilized in this manner. They were given alcohol in return for attacking 
masjids. In Rohtak, where we live, 50–60 people were arranged by paying fifty rupees to 
each. These people shouted ‘Jai Shri Ram’ and wanted to enter the mosque, but the ADC 
stopped them. There could have been mass murders there as well. Everywhere local 
businessmen were involved. In Loharu the local businessmen and the lumpen youth are 
well networked through the Bajrang Dal, VHP and RSS. They conduct regular hate 
campaigns. And these are not the only incidents. Some months before the Gujarat 
genocide they demolished a very old mosque in Asind. At several places they are 
claiming that there is a mandir underneath. They are also raising the cow issue. In 
Narvana, a rural area, a schoolteacher told me that he was targeted. The upper caste 
dominated panchayat expelled him from the village. They run an RSS school there. 
People from the town visit it. They claimed that this Muslim schoolteacher was ‘harming’ 
the cows. It was only with the intervention of the Haryana Gyan Vigyan Samiti that the 
situation was diffused. The Muslim population is negligible—but they are targeted. 
There are no Christians there. When Christians were attacked in Gujarat, they targeted 
whatever minimal symbols of Christianity there were—attacked churches, harassed 
nuns, tore the Bible in one or two places, and raised the issue of foreign funding to 
convent schools. They pick on any odd issue.

There need to be systematic and long-term efforts to counter these attacks. It can’t be 
fought easily. We tried to take up certain activities—organized a peace march on Bhagat 
Singh’s Martyrdom Day when some 400–500 people took oath. There have been anti-
communal protests all over—in Kaithal the VC was met, the Chief Minister has been 
written to. But there is so much poison that sustained efforts are needed to control it. 

After 11 September they tried to take advantage of the situation to generate jingoistic 
passions. The RSS organizes Hasya Kavi Sammelans. The Bajrang Dal participates in it and 
also organizes such programmes under the banner of Bharat Vikas Parishad. In them 
there are jokes—on wives, on Pakistan. There is jingoistic fanaticism. Such programmes 
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are also held in university convocations. They have got such a lot of space that any 
attempt to counter it requires widespread networking, and we need to work on all fronts. 
The liberal intelligentsia, mass organizations, cultural activists, all need to be active on a 
regular basis. For instance a lot of work is necessary on the education front. In every 
town, other than Saraswati Shishu Mandirs and Vidya Bhartis, there are dozens of 
schools run by the RSS that you can’t even identify. You know about Shiksha Bharti, but 
you do not know about Dharmdhwaj School. They are running schools under such 
names. In them they propagate poison about minorities and other things. In a way they 
are enjoying a walkover. But the people are not communalized. If you engage with the 
people you would discover that the people do not subscribe to the real face of the RSS. 
There should be some agency, only then will the strength of the secular forces be 
revealed. It can’t happen on its own. There is need for conscious efforts. There is a need 
for greater intervention in the educational and cultural fields. Haryana Gyan Vigyan 
Samiti has taken up the library movement. But their framework is different. Theatre 
groups can work more freely. There is need for augmentation. We may show films. 
Circulate good literature. Lots of good pamphlets have been issued. The VHP, RSS went 
door to door with a set of booklets. We have much better literature. Why can’t we take 
them? Either the secular forces are demoralized, or disorganized, or they haven’t yet 
resolved their task. Once it starts there will be results, definitely. 

In the area where the communal forces attacked the mosque with 50 people, we held 
a demonstration with 400 people. We have spoken to the minorities. The RSS cadre 
threatens them openly and not so openly. They are very scared. We want them to regain 
their confidence and feel they are a part of the entire community. The RSS claims there 
are 2,000 Muslims here, 5,000 there. Identification of Muslims has been going on for a 
long time. A circular was issued by the Home Ministry. When asked, the Home Minister 
replied that they were being identified for their own security. The Loharu incidents have 
been horrible. The shops of the Muslims in Loharu are not identifiable by name. But each 
one was targeted. There was no mistake in identification. Neighbouring shops owned by 
non-Muslims weren’t touched. The Muslim houses were spread in a 1–2 kilometre area 
isolated from each other. But each of them was burnt down. It is ethnic cleansing. 
Property has been attacked. The aim is to destroy businesses, demoralize the Muslims. 
There is a lot of work before us.

The neo-rich are interested in communal politics. Then there is readymade support 
from that section of the population that was displaced during the Partition. There is a lot 
of criminalization. They can loot anything—if they get alcohol and fifty rupees. When we 
went to submit a memorandum to Kushabhau Thakre during the teachers’ strike, there 
were 25–30 men from a poor background in an RSS programme, who said they were 
from the Shiv Sena. They recruit cadres from the poorer sections and then use them for 
looting. 

Theatre has not focused adequately on communalism, though plays on the issue 
have been presented regularly. We have performed the plays of Jana Natya Manch but 
not been able to develop our own scripts. There are about 20 theatre groups. In Kaithal 
district agricultural workers have formed their own theatre group and have participated 
in our workshops. They perform in Punjabi, plays by Gursharan Singh and Jana Natya 
Manch. They have also tried to develop their own scripts—on female foeticide, and on 
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globalization. I had written the play on globalization that has an entire portion on 
communalism. But a really concerted effort is yet to take shape.

[Manmohan is one of the six secretaries of the Central Secretariat of the Janvaadi  Lekhak Sangh, an all-
India organization of Hindi-Urdu writers. He has lived in Rohtak, Haryana, since 1978.  He spoke to 

Sameera Iyengar on 2 April 2002.]
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The window’s awash with blood and the door is dead.

Skin’s peeled off  the wall. October lies in bed

Like a beast with Bosnian women.

And I writhe naked, barefoot on every leaf.

There’s no going back on the wing of  child-dreams.

[from Hadzem Hajdarevic, ‘October 
31st’, in Scar on the Stone]
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‘Brotherhood is not enough’
inter v iew
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q. Please introduce your group and yourself.

ashish chatterjee. I am an IPTA activist; you must have heard about the Indian People’s 
Theatre Association of the West Bengal Government. The IPTA was reorganized in 1965. 
There are 300 units spread over the whole of West Bengal; these units have 6000-7000 
members and almost all the districts have one unit or the other. IPTA is the platform or 
organization through which ‘performing arts’ are presented—group theatre, dance, 
puppet shows, mime, folk songs and recitation. I work mainly in the field of theatre. My 
unit, called ‘Sampratik’, one of the oldest, is in north-24 Parganas, functioning for almost 
40 years now. I have been working in this region since 1978. I work as a director as well 
as an actor and also write plays at times.

q. But how long have you been involved with this particular group?

a. I have been with Sampratik for the last 12-14 years.

q. What is the population like of the area you work in—is it mixed . . .?

a. Nager Bazar in Dumdum is my working area and the population here is a mixed one. 
It is a middle class area. Since this is an industrial belt also, there are many workers here; 
but again as many factories are closing down, the concentration of the working class is 
reducing. As in other areas close to Kolkata, highrise buildings are coming up and 
middle class nuclear families are gaining ground.

q. What is the dominant religion?

a. It is mixed, Muslims, Hindus as well as some Christians.

q. Are they equal in number?

a. No, not equal; Hindus are much more in number and Muslims are also a considerable 
percentage.

q. Can you describe the trend with regard to communal attitudes in the years you’ve been 
working?

a. Communal attitudes are not any different in Dumdum from any other part of West 
Bengal. But one important factor in Dumdum is that there are a lot more refugees from 
East Bengal or Bangladesh here, who have crossed over either at the time of Partition or 
even much later, i.e. in 1971, and formed colonies or settlements in Dumdum. Due to the 
concentration of these refugee settlements there is naturally a slightly different communal 
situation here, but though I have not come across any major tensions here, one cannot 
say that they are totally absent.

I remember around 1965-70, in my childhood, there was some communal tension 
that led to looting and arson. Another major tension occurred after the 6 December [Babri 
Masjid] incident; but even though there is a large Muslim population in Dumdum there 
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was no major riot or violence. There was an air of veiled tension, spreading of rumours 
and believing them—this sort of thing. But I must point out that the refugees who are the 
direct victims of communal tension in Bangladesh definitely harbour a hatred of 
Muslims: though they may not express such feelings blatantly, there are different 
manifestations of such latent communal hatred.

q. What is the class description of the Muslim population here—are they workers or middle class? 

a. Mostly workers.

q. So, there is class difference also; the middle class as you say are Hindus?

a. That is the situation now. The middle class has increased greatly in recent years, and 
they are largely Hindu, but earlier the scene was not so.

q. And the Muslims live in bustees . . .

a. Yes. The Muslims mainly live in a few bustees and they are generally workers like 
rickshawpullers, vegetable vendors . . .

q. They don’t run any business?

a. Very minor businesses like tea stalls.

q. Not even small factories or workshops, or shops?

a. Maybe very small. I have not seen any big ones.

q. So is the class difference one of the facets of this communal tension?

a. An important factor here is that political activity is much more intense in Dumdum—
party cadres as well as the leaders come on the spot and try to counsel the people. Social 
organizations or clubs directly take part in this interaction. This I have noticed 
particularly after the Babri Masjid incident—that each and every club, be it a cultural one 
or a sports club, have taken part and tried their best to maintain communal harmony by 
taking to the streets. The members have spent sleepless nights guarding the Muslim 
bustees and assuring these people that they would not come to any harm. Inspite of all 
this there must have been some mental tension. There is some antagonism amongst the 
Hindus also which they do not express but harbour against the Muslims.

q. You stated earlier that in West Bengal the actual incidents are not reported because of the Left 
Front Government, can you elaborate on this statement?

a. Yes I made this statement. When I was in Delhi I had the opportunity to interact with 
people from all over the country; I found that their objective ‘reality’ was very different 
from that of the people of West Bengal. For the last 20-22 years we have had a pro-people 
government that serves the public. This government extends a security cover to the 
common people, especially to the minority communites, that feel safe while this 
government is in power. Another thing is that the Hindus who have crossed over from 
the other side still harbour a communal—

q. Distrust . . .

a. Either a distrust or even hatred in many instances. This feeling is fanned by various 
media that presents Muslims as antisocials, criminals who indulge in unsocial 
activities . . .

q. As very violent . . .

a. Yes, also as very violent. ‘It is in their blood’—these sort of unscientific theories 
victimize these people. The most alarming thing is that this internal communal tension is 
giving rise to RSS concentration through an organized route along the border districts. 
You must have read about it in the newspapers. The RSS talks mainly about refugee 



130 130

problems, tries to penetrate the refugee colonies and persuade them that the Muslims 
have come away from their country and increased our population, thereby disturbing 
our economic balance. The direct result of this campaign is the election of the BJP MP 
Tapan Sikdar in Dumdum which was once a renowned Red Bastion. Please don’t assume 
that the Left Front had all negative votes in Dumdum, but the new tenor of campaigning 
that promised alternative facilities toppled the balance. The colonies have a large number 
of BJP votes because they fan refugee sentiments by saying that the Muslims that have 
crossed the border to our country are the cause of all our problems—that we would have 
been much better off without them. Dumdum at present does not have a strong RSS base 
but one cannot rule it out in the future.

Border districts in South 24-Parganas such as Nadia, Murshidabad, where there are 
many Muslims, have a strong RSS base. The administration in these places is very 
sensitive and takes action immediately in case of any unrest, not allowing it to pervade 
and spread. But there is always an undercurrent. It should be an ideological fight among 
all classes, the upper as well as the lower, and not only amongst the upper as is the case 
now. A few intellectuals are writing articles, holding seminars and conducting lectures, 
but this is hardly reaching the people at the ground level.

q. Can you show a way by which the ideological fight can be taken to the ground level also?

a. The old theory of ‘brotherhood’ propagated by poet Nazrul Islam in his famous lines 
‘Eki brinte duiti kusum hindu musalman’ (‘we are two flowers of the same branch, 
Hindu and Muslim’) is quite obsolete and insufficient in the present situation. The root 
of the problem is more deeply embedded. One will have to explain to the working class 
people the relation between communalism and economy and globalization; the causes of 
communal outbursts; the causes of economic crises and how they are manmade. Until 
and unless one comprehends these facts one cannot fight against communalism. These 
theories must be propagated amongst people of higher and lower income groups alike. I 
feel that the medium in which I operate is a very powerful one to reach out to the 
common people and I can take my street theatre to the remotest village also. To combat 
communalism one will have to take the class question into account.

In West Bengal land reform has been quite successful, and this is one of the reasons 
why communalism did not become a major issue here. Here peasants were given ‘bargas’ 
[documents recording their land rights]. That is a major step. Besides, land ceiling rules 
were also strictly implemented. So the fight for acquiring land became a common issue 
that united the various classes. The zamindars or farmers, be they Hindus or Muslims, 
had a common interest to fight for and did not have any communal difference in mind. 
Communal tension is created at various jute mills where the trade unions are either very 
weak or where a dubious compromise is achieved across the table. If the workers unite in 
revolt then there is usually no place for communal tension. This message of class unity 
should be spread all over and the best medium I feel is through theatre.

q. How will you spread this message amongst the middle class?

a. The middle class is also burdened by economic hardship; every moment there is 
economic instability and uncertainty and the middle class is entrapped in this political 
and economic struggle.

q. But here there is no presence of a union.

a. Well, union presence may not be there in all places, but certain organized sectors like 
mercantile federation or government offices do have unions. Though at the management 
level they do not have unions, they operate through associations. You will have read in 
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the papers that the recent telecom unrest involved the low as well as the high ranking 
employees because everyone revolted against privatization.

q. What about the strain of hatred amongst the upper middle class and the middle class? How do 
you think the ideological battle can be fought here?

a. Well, there are many ways to reach out to them. They can attend seminars, meetings 
and also watch theatre. But the theatre that the middle class watches these days, the one 
being performed on stage today, has very little or no link with real life. Hence the low 
audience turnout. At one point of time West Bengal was proud of its political theatre but 
now we hardly find any; instead there is theatre based on relationships.

q. There is issued-based theatre also; but today’s theatre focuses on very different issues rather 
than communalism. 

a. At this moment none of the plays running at Rabindra Sadan, Academy of Fine Arts or 
Sisir Mancha have ‘communalism’ as their theme. Nor has there been one for a very long 
time. But the various small groups performing around Calcutta and its suburbs have 
‘communalism’ as a theme—these plays are printed in various group theatre magazines 
also. The message, though, is of the same brotherhood, that is insufficient in today’s 
context. Yet the protest against communalism is there. The total absence of this or any 
other issue from the city stage is very alarming. Also I do not find any political theatre 
being performed any more. The theatre groups are not indulging in any of these social or 
political issues. Group theatre as such is not an organized movement. Had it been so 
there would have been a definite aim and even a manifesto as in our IPTA, which has 
both. Anyone can buy and read the printed manifesto. But the theatre groups are all like 
individual islands—each with its own philosophy and aim.

q. Can you give concrete examples of RSS infiltration, have you noticed any areas that have RSS 
organizations?

a. At this moment there is no open RSS activity in the area where I stay. But there are 
young BJP cadres who work for panchayat elections; within a radius of 10/15 miles of 
my home there is no RSS activity. I have spent my childhood in north Calcutta—in the 
Jorabagan area I have seen RSS cadres attending parades early in the mornings, probably 
they still do. But RSS in true form, wearing khaki uniform, is not there. However, one can 
feel this infiltration.

q. How?

a. Previously there were no BJP meetings in Dumdum except during elections—that too, 
10 years ago, the BJP had no presence in Dumdum. But in the last five or seven years the 
BJP has been conducting meetings on every political issue; maybe to a small crowd, but 
people are going to these meetings.

q. Do they also work in the cultural front?

a. No, not at all. The BJP has not penetrated the cultural field until now. I think this is 
true of entire Kolkata. But the Balak Brahmachari group performs a few clandestine 
religious plays. The Santaan Dal performs plays but I do not know whether there is any 
link between the two. I have not seen the RSS performing any religious plays.

q. Now, at one point you clearly stated that the combat should be an ideological one—how have 
you or your organization planned to do this?

a. We have been doing this since a long time. In 1993 after the Babri Masjid incident—or 
similar incidents—there is always an order to IPTA activists to write and perform plays 
on current issues; to reach out to the public, we do not limit ourselves only to big stages 
but perform on the streets, in the villages and in remote corners also. This is the tradition 
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in our organization because communal tension has always been there in our country, it 
has been there since Independence and our work is like a long term programme to us. At 
the moment we are trying to understand the profile of today’s communalism, what new 
strategy can be adopted to combat the enemy—not the age-old theory of brotherhood; it 
would be more pertinent to understand the connections between communalism and 
globalization; whether this issue is linked to the usurping of power in India; or whether 
the ethnic cleansing that Aijaz Ahmed is repeatedly talking about is possible or not. We 
as dramatists will ponder on these issues, write new plays and carry our message to 
every corner of the country.

q. Do you already have these plays in hand or are they still in the planning stage?

a. First of all we have asked everyone to collect whatever they already have and to start 
writing on new issues like globalization. I have written a play on globalization—Aajker 
Padabali—about an indigenous factory going to the dumps trying to compete with 
modernization.

q. Does this theatre involve communalism also?

a. No, this deals with globalization only, which is also one of the themes in our 
programme, along with communalism.

q. Communalism is not a separate issue.

a. No, it is not, because you cannot fight communalism without tackling globalization. 
Today the two are inseparable and go hand in hand—5 years ago this would have been 
unbelievable but now there is a clear link between the two.

q. You say that it is not enough to talk about harmony alone.

a. No, it is not enough. Harmony can only be the outcome; but one will have to sort out 
the causes leading to the tension—there are no plays analysing the reasons for 
communalism, the causes of these repeated outbursts, and they will not be erased 
completely until this shortcoming is dealt with. I hope I have been able to convey the 
problem clearly. There is no dearth of anti-communal plays, they are being performed 
quite regularly. Sumangal Chakraborty’s Mora or Safdar Hashmi’s Apaharan Bhai Charek 
are quite often performed by various units.

q. What do the local clubs you were mentioning do at the time of such unrest? 

a. After the Babri Masjid incident I have seen boys from the local clubs coming out to 
protect muslim bustees, even mosques, guarding them so that no untoward incidents 
could take place; they organized various interactive sessions, brought out processions to 
promote communal harmony, organized blood donation camps. I am certain that they 
will do the same in any situation that demands such action. Basically, the common 
people are against communalism; there are communal feelings among some people but 
not to the point of being intolerant or violent towards a minority community. The refugee 
sentiment of resentment is always fanned by reminding them of their losses. Youth are 
being misled when they are told that the people of erstwhile East Bengal are responsible 
for unemployment problems. This creates an antagonism towards the refugees. Another 
alarming factor is the increase in minority communalism that is apparent after the 
football matches in which Mohammedan Sporting Club takes part. The shouting of pro-
Pakistani slogans is one such manifestation. Some take advantage of this too. You must 
have read in the papers that some madrasas have started accumulating weapons—this is 
directly related to minority communalism. 

q. This kind of a reaction is bound to be there—any aggression will be followed by counter 
aggression, and as you say there is a global trend here.
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a. Yes, this is happening everywhere; but there is no Hindu aggression in West Bengal—
probably there is a tendency to build up one but it has not reached an aggressive stage—
one cannot start a communal riot in West Bengal today if one wishes to. You must have 
read in the papers about a stray incident in a village a few days ago—some tension that 
had more to do with local issues which were given a communal interpretation; it did not 
spread to the adjacent areas because the communal issue was very weak. As I said earlier, 
the land reforms have played a very positive role in building communal harmony—the 
fight for land has united the working class, this struggle has lessened the communal 
tension.

q. Or else it would have blown up more; but this aggression, as I said, takes place at times without 
any real cause—like rumours—the power of rumours to create fear and panic is immense. You 
said that the BJP is gaining ground—they are organizing meetings these days. Who are their 
voters—the middle class?

a. No. I wouldn’t say so in Dumdum. There are working-class people from the colonies,  
people who are rickshawpullers or vegetable vendors, as well as the middle class. 

q. What is the attraction?

a. Their main propaganda is fanning the refugee sentiment and telling them that 
Muslims have thrown you out of that country because you are not a Muslim and now 
they should not be allowed to usurp your land again, obstruct your chances of 
employment or harm the economy.

q. So how do you think such propaganda can be dealt with?

a. The political activists have meetings and processions where they deal with such 
propaganda. We as cultural activists can perform in these colonies and convey our 
messages to them—there has been a lot of response to this. IPTA has adopted a 
programme schedule of several performances at various spots on specific days. This has 
already happened in three places in Howrah—Bally, north Howrah and Sibpur have 
regular performances every Saturday. A particular spot is chosen in a certain locality and 
a large crowd gathers to watch the plays. I performed in Bally last Saturday and next 
Saturday I will be performing in north Howrah. I am trying to locate a spot in Dumdum 
to carry out the same programme and I think I’ll be able to start by the end of this month. 
One can perform in Kolkata and its suburbs also. We are trying to take this as a 
movement to South and North 24 Parganas, Howrah and Kolkata. We are trying to reach 
the remotest corners and colonies where the working class live. Here we will not only be 
doing plays but also interacting directly with them. These people will never read any 
leaflet/literature that you give them, but they will always congregate to watch a play 
and after the play we can involve them in discussions on the issues. Recently I enacted 
my play on the effect of globalization on a small factory. I have got reports that the play 
made a tremendous impact on the people and they started discussing the issues. This 
power of street theatre to communicate immediately and directly with people should be 
utilized and we are trying to give this a shape. Whether you take Academy of Fine Arts 
or Sisir Mancha or any other big auditorium, we hardly have spectators because the 
subject of the plays have deviated from real life and also it has become very expensive to 
watch plays. Today, to commute from Dumdum to watch a play would cost 40 to 50 
rupees, whereas if the plays are performed at people’s doorsteps they would eagerly 
watch them. Many people say that television is a deterrent to theatre but I don’t think so. 
I have seen people forego their favourite serial to come and watch a street performance. 
As a cultural activist I can say that to take theatre to the people is a big movement. We 
should choose a subject that relates to their daily lives, discuss and explain the issues, 
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and people will participate—and this involvement will be much more effective. There are 
various organizations that will go on doing fundamentalist work—but to combat such 
forces we need this kind of theatre. As a playwright, I would also like to write on this 
issue, explore the causes and expose the ways this communal venom is spread; what are 
the vested interests and which is the class working against amity—this exposure will be 
my theme.

[Ashish Chatterjee, street theatre activist with Sampratik IPTA, West Bengal, interviewed 
by Anjum Katyal in Calcutta. Transcribed and translated from the Bengali by Shampa Chatterjee.]
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S h e  t u r n S  h e r  e y e S  a n d  S e e S 
S o m e t h i n g  w h i t e .  h e r  o w n  c l o t h . 

n o t h i n g  e l S e .  S u d d e n l y  S h e  h o p e S 
a g a i n S t  h o p e .  p e r h a p S  t h e y  h a v e 
a b a n d o n e d  h e r .  F o r  t h e  F o x e S  t o 
d e v o u r .  b u t  S h e  h e a r S  t h e  S c r a p e  o F 
F e e t .  S h e  t u r n S  h e r  h e a d ,  t h e  g u a r d S 
l e a n S  o n  h i S  b a y o n e t  a n d  l e e r S  a t 
h e r .  d r a u p a d i  c l o S e S  h e r  e y e S .  S h e 
d o e S n ’ t  h a v e  t o  w a i t  l o n g .  a g a i n  t h e 
p r o c e S S  o F  m a k i n g  h e r  b e g i n S .  g o e S 
o n .  t h e  m o o n  v o m i t S  a  b i t  o F  l i g h t 
a n d  g o e S  t o  S l e e p .  o n l y  t h e  d a r k 
r e m a i n S .  a  c o m p e l l e d  S p r e a d - e a g l e d 
S t i l l  b o d y .  a c t i v e  p i S t o n S  o F  F l e S h 
r i S e  a n d  F a l l ,  r i S e  a n d  F a l l  o v e r  i t .

f r o m  M a h a s w e t a  D e v i ,  ‘ D r a u p a d i ’ ,  t r a n s l .  G a y a t r i  C .  S p i v a k ,  B r e a s t  S t o r i e s  ( S e a g u l l  B o o k s ,  C a l c u t t a ,  2 0 0 2 ) . 
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‘Art alone will not do’
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q. Today the Hindu Right is not just making political inroads, but also claiming something 
they call ‘Indian culture’. What is this ‘Indian culture’ thing about? How does it become a 
rallying point? Why does it become a rallying point?

habib tanvir. It is a misrepresentation of the so-called ‘Indian culture’. What they mean 
is Hindu culture, which is by itself meaningless. There is no such thing as ‘Hindu culture’. 
It is a composite culture. It has got a lot of diversity. Even within the so-called Hindu 
culture, there will be many shades and many dimensions, from eastern India to western 
India and from northern India down to the south. There are myriad shades of cultural 
patterns. What we know about culture is not just the language but everything associated 
with our way of living—our cuisine, the way we do our agriculture, our folk wisdom, 
our herbs, everything. They are talking about Indian culture as if they monopolize it. 
They are historically wrong. And they are either deliberately misrepresenting it or 
ignorantly misrepresenting it. Some of them, extremists, in both the communities, both 
Hindu and Muslim, are so sectarian that they are totally devoid of the capacity to open 
their minds to understanding this diversity, this interpenetration of diverse cultures into 
the fabric of our multi-coloured, multi-national, multi-lingual Indian culture. So there is 
no such thing as a singular ‘Indian culture’. It is projected like that by people who are 
totally mindless, or people who are totally bigoted and who want to impose Hindutva 
on the whole  country. And Hindutva is a political concept, and is even against Hinduism. 
That’s what I understand by what they call ‘Indian culture’, which they think they 
monopolise.

q. Why do you think that so many people are buying into it?

a. I don’t think they have got a huge clientele. They have got murderers, vandals, 
goondas and unemployed youth, whose services they also try and obtain to attack, 
because they stand to benefit from the loot, it’s easy for them to kill. These karsevaks, 
these hardcore Sangh Parivar people are not really so many. There is a large majority of 
Hindus who do not see eye to eye with them. If they did have a large following it would 
be showing in the Punjab election results, in the Manipur results, in the UP results, in the 
Delhi municipality results, where they have been totally wiped out. After all, whoever 
gave the votes, the majority of them were Hindus, in most cases. So I don’t think they 
have any great majority. Even in Gujarat if Modi [Chief Minister, Narendra Modi] is 
foolish enough to go in for a snap poll, they will get a drubbing because most of Gujarat 
will be against them at this moment.

The guilt of those who have a tacit attitude, are mute observers—that is their fault. 
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Those who are not with them appear to be with them because they are not against them. 
They are not opposing them actively enough. 

But then, whoever comes to oppose them is not tolerated. The attack on the peace 
march led by Mallika Sarabhai, in which Medha Patkar also took part, by the Sangh 
Parivar, the BJP youth wing actually, shows their extreme sectarian position. They were 
actually attacking Hindus, at the temple of peace—Gandhiji’s Sabarmati Ashram. 
Gandhiji was killed by Godse, an RSS man, one of them. So, if they could attack there 
and also attack the media: the TV people, the journalists—that shows that they cannot 
tolerate another opinion. They cannot tolerate objective reporting. They cannot tolerate 
democracy. 

For once the media, both the electronic and the print media, have clearly shown 
what has happened with the BJP in Gujarat. And if these media were attacked by them, 
that shows that they do not like truth. They believe in Goebbels and Hitler, whose party 
repeated a lie a million times in order to make it appear like truth, and they have 
learned a lot from them. Do you know there was a time when the RSS was flaunting 
Hitler’s photographs? 

After the demolition of the Babri Masjid in 1992, and the massacre and the riots that 
took place in Bombay, in Bhopal, and elsewhere, in Gujarat also, BBC interviewed a 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad man. He said—we don’t need to kill Muslims by any weapon, 
by knife or swords or anything. We will just root them out. We’ll finish their business—
their dhanda, their rozgar, their vyapar. That’s how we’ll totally decimate them. 

And this is what they are systematically doing. Someone told me that they went 
with addresses. It was also in the newspapers that the attackers were led by the BJP, the 
ruling party’s members, MLAs, in their limousines with their cell phones, who showed 
them where they must go and attack. And then the MLAs disappeared in their 
limousines. These addresses were all there. So this is not immediately after Godhra that 
they made this preparation. In 1992 they had gone about very systematically. This time 
much more systematically. So in the last 10 years they have been planning well. 

There is a difference between the 1947 riots after the Partition of India and these 
riots. Those were more spontaneous. Heinous and gruesome and grotesque though it 
was, horrifying enough in terms of great atrocities perpetrated on women, children, 
everybody. And the loot and the manner of these killings that followed were bad 
enough. And yet there was no such systematic planning behind it. This time there was. 
After the advent of the BJP and the RSS and the Sangh Parivar, the riots have taken a 
very different turn because it is a political party that is leading them. They have got the 
stamp of a political party. It even has the gumption to call itself a national party, which 
it is not. They have spread a lot more—in the beginning their presence was very little. 
Now it has a little presence here, a bigger presence there. 

This party says they were taking revenge for the Godhra events. We also know 
about Godhra from newspapers and eyewitness accounts, Hindu eyewitness accounts. 
The provocation came from the karsevaks. The vendors inside the coach and outside the 
coach on the platform were maltreated, molested, not paid. And right adjacent to the 
station were jhuggis of Muslims. When the crowd gathered there was the situation of a 
fight, a riot. The vendors had their kerosene oil stoves and the karsevaks were carrying 
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their cooking equipment inside the train. So there was petrol inside, petrol outside, and 
two hundred men gathered from the nearby jhuggis.

Godhra was bad enough. It was absolutely condemnable. But the vindictiveness 
after that, after years of systematic planning, this unparalleled aspect of not just killing 
the poor . . . In the riots previous to this, the poor would be the sufferers, the victims 
most of the time. They wouldn’t hunt out a single Muslim in a Hindu community, here 
and there. This time they have targeted the Bohra community, the most peaceful, the 
most apolitical and the Khoja community. They have gone into Kutchh, which is full of 
Muslim artisans who make a lot of money with their beautiful handicrafts, shawls, 
bedsheets, bedcovers, cushions. The tourists go right up to Kutchh—I was there for a 
whole month once, shooting for a film—and there are many foreign tourists coming 
into Kutchh and buying these things. The Kutchhis are a very peaceful people. If the 
Sangh Parivar could go into Kutchh to attack and loot, you can see the systematic 
design behind all this.

The painter Gulam Mohammed Sheikh, after the Godhra incident, within a day, 
packed his suitcase and came to Delhi with his wife Nilima. Because he knew he was 
targeted. A very old friend, asked him to move to his house. He said, ‘No, that will be 
unfair, why should I move to your house. I’ll just move out of Gujarat.’ Leaving his 
property, all his paintings and his house, there, in Baroda. It would be a loss of lakhs of 
rupees because all his and his wife’s paintings are there.

What is happening in Gujarat is a kind of genocide. It is nothing but fascism. It has 
had the aspect of fascism right from the beginning. Now it is fully revealed. And the 
Centre connives with it, it patronizes Modi in the face of criticism from all the print and 
electronic media, and ever so many people, so many protests. Weighing the two 
together, they find satta, power, to be much more a treasure than manavta, humanity. 
They want to hold on to power at the cost of humanity. 

There was a time in politics when you lost something, you took moral responsibility 
and resigned. One very good example was Krishna Menon. He resigned immediately 
after the defeat of India by China. Even though I am not so sure whether it was his 
personal fault. He was just the Defence Minister. Morarjibhai Desai was the Finance 
Minister. And as the story goes, he never liked this man. Morarji was extremely rightist, 
and Krishna Menon was a Congress liberal. So they never saw eye to eye. I am told that 
financial strings were tightened and the armed forces were not given enough money, 
which was one of the causes of the defeat. There were people of the opinion that if 
anyone had to resign, it should be Morarji Desai. Krishna Menon was a gentleman. He 
never argued all of this. He just simply and instantly resigned. And here, neither Modi 
is inclined to resign, nor is George Fernandes able to resign—he was removed just for a 
little while and taken back again despite the Kargil disaster, despite the sacrifice of the 
young men in the armed forces and having produced so many widows and so many 
orphans, and Tehelka, and the coffin scam and all that. Despite all that, they want 
power. And also the so-called anti-communal parties—Trinamool Congress of Mamata 
Banerjee, and Telugu Desam of Chandrababu Naidu, and Samata Party of Mr 
Fernandes. They want to say that they are not with the BJP on its agenda, yet they are, it 
is all happening under their noses, they know everything that is happening. 
Chandrababu Naidu’s statement that Modi’s removal is not the priority is again greed 
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for power. Mamata Banerjee’s support to the Central government is only for power 
otherwise she is a nonentity in Bengal, as the last election showed. If they have any 
moral sense, if they have any sense of political responsibility, they should have secured 
their future by resigning, so that people’s respect for them could go up. Right now the 
reputation of the allies is also going down. And their crude, stark opportunism is so 
evident. In the face of public opinion all the allies must resign from the government at 
the Centre. As for the BJP itself, Vajpayee, Advani, they must all of course, resign. They 
must all resign because this is their party which has been involved in the killing. And 
this has gone on for more than a month, they have not been able to control it. No one 
has been able to control it—not the Centre, not the Defence Minister, not the Chief 
Minister. So I don’t see where they stand, on what crutches they are leaning to hang on 
to power.

q. How does one respond now? 

a. For one thing, conventions, protest marches, processions and peace rallies should be 
organized all over the country; the kind of processions and marches for peace that took 
place again and again in Bhopal after the Ayodhya event [Shilanyas of the Ram temple] 
in March. I attended the convention in Delhi called by the Old Boys’ Association of 
AMU, in which many eminent people came. And I also participated in the protest 
march by the journalists. There should be mohalla committees in which senior members, 
citizens, should take it upon themselves to keep secularism, bhaichara, sadbhavana and 
communal harmony alive and intact. 

In Gujarat, the administration sent bulldozers after the demolition of houses, to 
decimate every trace, so that when their owners, who are in camps and not well looked 
after, put in a claim and have to report where their house was, there will be no sign left. 
Bulldozers can only be commanded by the administration, not even by political parties. 
Muslims have many communal organizations but don’t have political parties like the 
BJP or the Shiv Sena to lead in terms of their religion, not in India at least. It is 
condemnable that the Muslim communal organizations should undertake such 
activities, but at least, the difference is that you don’t have a political party with the sort 
of gumption that they are a national political party, and then are killing on behalf of 
their party. That is the difference between the communalism of a minority as against 
the majority communalism. If the BJP wants to be seen as a responsible party they 
should really sever their links with the RSS, Vishwa Hindu Parishad, Bajrang Dal. But 
they can’t because the roots are there. It is all just one parivar, the Sangh Parivar. 

Even the police administration was involved in Gujarat. So the police should be 
lined up wherever we can. In Bombay we were asked to do some play against 
communalism by the police. They had made mohalla committees. The Nehru Centre of 
Performing Arts was full of people, of police people and most of them had not been to 
the theatre before, as well as some fifty Muslim basti women who had never been to 
theatre before. After the play they came, shook me by the hand, every one of them—it 
took a long time—to compliment me about Jis Lahore Nai Dekhya. The Madhya Pradesh 
government, how could they manage to keep the peace in Madhya Pradesh? In Jhabua, 
at the Gujarat border there was the apprehension of a spill but it was contained. In 
Indore, there was tension verging on violence that was immediately controlled, by the 
police and by the government. In Ujjain, in Bhopal, there was great tension though 
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nothing happened. I have not heard of anything happening in West Bengal either. So in 
many places nothing untoward happened. Wherever people got together, organized 
against communalism, there was peace. We must do more of that, we must have a 
network like that. Especially in Gujarat.

Look at what the Jana Natya Manch is doing. This network of street theatre artists 
getting together in Delhi and deciding to perform, all over the country, plays about 
Gujarat. I received their email, which asked everybody to join in their campaign for an 
entire week from 12 April, against the Gujarat genocide. That is one way, and a very 
effective way. Another dimension of it is, the Sangh Parivar gets funds from the US, 
Canada and England, in quite a big way. But now the VHP’s presence in England, and 
elsewhere, has got a counterpoint. There is another front of secular people who are not 
poor, but well-to-do, and are against them. So we should use the electronic media, 
email, the net—the message I received, I sent it to Canada. I know Rahul Verma and his 
father who are both social activists. Rahul Verma runs the Teesri Duniya Theatre in 
Montreal. They are also fighting against 11 September ’s apprehensions and 
misconceptions in the war against Afghanistan, and the war in West Asia, Israel. All 
this is connected. Some of the Islamic world is getting to feel the shock waves of 
Gujarat, like Indonesia and the Arab world. So we must also make an effort to get 
support internationally, because that is also another pressure, you see. And ask them to 
abstain from attack, from violent methods, and get together in harmony as a 
community. 

We should also go ahead systematically, at least now, and globally, which we lacked 
before. We were caught napping. We used to think that secularism speaks for itself, is 
eloquent by itself and will be understood by ordinary people. No. It needs to be 
worked out. It needs diligent production. It needs cultivation. Now, it is absolutely 
necessary that all of us become much more vigilant than we were before. So that this 
whole thing is, well, I wouldn’t say nipped in the bud because it is no longer a bud, but 
crushed. This wave of fascism that is tending to spread throughout the country must be 
stopped.

q. You have in your plays dealt with communalism in different ways. Jis Lahore is one such 
play. You have done Bagh also. And you have done . . .

a. Jamadarin. That is about casteism. It came under attack from the BJP both in England 
and here in India.

q. Why was it under attack for casteism?

a. They don’t like it. They do not want the scheduled castes to be given the autonomy 
of religion. We talk about the caste system in our play. They don’t like all this. So 
Hindutva is not just against Muslims. It is also to keep intact the hierarchy, the caste 
system, and perpetuate the inferior social position of the dalits.

q. You said that even though the BJP is trying to create one Hinduism, a lot of  us would agree 
that there is no one Hinduism as such. One of the things that came up in the street theatre 
meeting, when they were talking about how they can address the issue of communalism was 
that, because what is called Hinduism is actually such a multiplicity of cultures, practices, etc., 
and because within that there are many oppositional currents, like the dalits are against the 
hierarchy which the BJP stands for. One of the points that came up was studying cultures at 
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local levels . . .

a. You see there is a lot of conversion that the communal forces have done of the dalits 
and adivasis to Hinduism. Now the adivasis were pagan and are still pagan. The 
absorption into Hindu mythology and into Hindu religion also shows the elasticity of 
the Hindu religion, that it can absorb so many gods and goddesses that do not 
originally belong to Hinduism. That is fine. But the communal forces have used this to 
infiltrate tribal areas. I was shocked to see that the tribal dancers who do Nacha and 
who come to me from Narayanpur, Bastar, have got a BJP presence. One of these 
dancers was holding a BJP post. The RSS and the BJP and the whole Sangh Parivar is 
going into villages and distributing their literature. And the villagers, simple people, 
don’t see that this is poison, that this is going to sow the seeds of communalism. This is 
what is happening at this moment. So you are right, Hinduism must be redefined, the 
original concept of Hinduism must be defined. One must go on hammering the fact that 
you are not the sole custodians of what is known as Hinduism. Hinduism is elastic, an 
open way of life, in which there is a great deal of tolerance. Even more than those 
religions that have got a priest and a church, like Islam, like Christianity, like Zionism, 
the Jewish religion. The adivasis have neither a temple, nor a church, nor a priest. But 
the establishment of the mandir and the pujari and the pandit, started this cruel process 
of coercion against the dalits and the lower classes. They became the custodians of 
religion. And in this whole thing, the brahmans stood to benefit. Brahmans have 
exploited the other Hindus because nothing could happen without the pandit—neither 
marriage, nor childbirth, nor death. Every time he has to be called and appeased and 
fed and paid something or the other in kind and cash. This kind of social exploitation 
has been going on in the villages. But now the Hindutvavadis are injecting poison into 
their own religion, Hinduism. By limiting it to such a strange kind of Hindutva, which 
cannot tolerate another opinion. It cannot tolerate any criticism, tolerate any other 
creed or religion or any other type of Hinduism. And that must also be made clear to 
the majority community who are already against genocide. They are aware that this is 
not Hinduism, that they must not take it for granted.

There is another difference in the riots this time around. For the first time they have 
gone systematically into the villages. Previously villages were not affected. Rioting was 
only in cities. This time remote corners of Gujarat, Kutchh and other places, have been 
affected. So we’ve got to penetrate equally well. 

q. The RSS has doubtless managed to infiltrate into, exactly what you are saying—adivasi 
areas, dalit areas, which before one would think they could not infiltrate. How do we then 
address, how do we also infiltrate—ours is not infiltrating as much—but how do we make them 
aware?

a. By our campaigns and street plays, speeches, marches, and educating them, 
instructing them through the means we have, through direct methods. Kiran Seth of 
SPIC MACAY was discussing with me what to do. I said, right now, immediately, one 
cannot cook up a play. And there comes a time when plays, poetry and fiction, stories, 
paintings, all these arts which have a role to play, they become in a sense redundant. 
Because here is something much more serious, much more grave that is happening. Art 
alone will not do. Why not make a long-term programme? So they are thinking in 
terms of a five-year project. It is the need of the hour for intellectuals and artists and 
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journalists and common citizens to sit round and think about what all can be done, how many methods 
we can evolve to stop this wave of fascism. 

[Playwright and director Habib Tanvir interviewed by Sameera Iyengar on 9 April 2002.]
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‘. . . we still don’t know the enemy . . .’
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q. How has street theatre dealt with the issue of communalism?

g. p. deshpande. The immediate answer to that question is really limited by whatever 
little street theatre one has seen, here in Delhi as well as in other parts of India. My 
account will be impressionistic. I get a feeling that street theatre has been making rather 
predictable, usual noises. It plays a role, for example, in emphasizing the need for all 
communities being together: a certain sense of togetherness that people as a whole 
must have, must possess, must develop, and so on. But I am not quite certain if it 
actually attacks the issue of communalism per se, apart from its most descriptive and to 
a certain extent hideous kind of avatars. It doesn’t really look at this problem as to why 
is it that a given ideology creates the kind of audience that it does in a given society. 
Whether there is a vacuum in a society, which, if the more progressive forces do not fill, 
then somebody else does. In other words, it has really no position on this institution of 
religion. Where does it spring from? Can it be totally abandoned? Or does it fulfil a 
social, psychological need? Or for that matter, is any kind of intervention at the ethical 
plane really required? That kind of an analysis, in my view, street theatre is at the 
moment unable to give.

q. Why do you think that is so?

a. This is partly because traditionally street theatre has been doing the same things over 
and over again. The other reason for it is that street theatre is working where there is 
some kind of a mass movement already in ascendancy. I do not think street theatre can 
really work in a place where there is no mass movement in the ascendancy. So street 
theatre will have two different roles to visualize for itself. One, where a mass movement 
is in the ascendancy and the other, where there is really no significant mass movement, 
even of a modern bourgeois variety. That is where Indian street theatre is forever 
caught in a dilemma. Where should it pitch its message? What is the level or the pitch 
at which you’re going to operate? What is the relationship with the mass movements? 
Most of the significant street theatre is really done by the leftists. If there is no 
significant left movement of any kind, say here in Delhi, or back in my home state in 
Maharashtra, what can street theatre do in that sort of a situation? What should it do? 
What kind of new modes of articulation should it develop?

How do the theoreticians of street theatre in our country work these things out? 
One admires the dedication of the young people, their faith in their secular ideals and 
so on and so forth. But one doesn’t get the feeling that here is a specific attempt made 
to make an interventionist presence felt, or to give an alternative kind of reading of the 



149149

situation. You end up listening to the same sort of approaches one has been hearing for 
the last twenty-five years or even more.

q. Could you elaborate on those approaches?

a. They are basically very humanist kinds of approaches. At any rate, as far as I can see, 
a whole lot of it is simple liberal humanism. You are basically trying to say that people 
are not bad, that there are sections of the mafia, that there is a very small minority of 
whoever it is—Hindus or Muslims or Christians or Jews or whoever—a very small 
insignificant minority of these groups who are really provoking people into wrong 
actions and wrong positions. And as a consequence, a certain human element is lost. 
One is not therefore saying that it is entirely unrealistic. But we are then simply looking 
at communal strife as an empirical reality. Not communalism as an ideological problem. 
I do not see much effort at trying to analyse communalism as an ideological problem. I 
am not saying that these liberal humanist and universalistic things should not be said. 
But then you are handling communalism as if it is a fire and simply calling for the fire 
brigade. You’re not handling communalism at the ideological level at all.

q. Street theatre has often functioned at the level of propaganda and at that level, it may be 
easier to go tell people to be bhai-bhai. Is street theatre as a form equipped to address 
communalism as an ideological issue?

a. As of now, no, but that’s an existential weakness that can be cured. It is not an 
insurmountable kind of issue. I will give you an illustration. There is a radio station in 
the United States, which I think is called the Radio Station of the Right, or Christians on 
the Right. A gentleman named Dobson runs it. He’s an evangelist priest. He puts the 
family at the centre and so on and thereby preaches some kind of Christian 
fundamentalism. By appearing to show that religion is handling in fact the ethical 
plane of your life, and that is why you need it. And that is why Dobson’s radio station 
has become very popular. There was a similar sort of an attempt in the 1940s in Europe. 
Adorno, the Marxist aesthetician, wrote a very famous commentary on it. It was called 
‘The Radio Addresses of Martin Luther Thomas’. What this Martin Luther Thomas was 
really trying to do—he was, I imagine, an evangelist—was a kind of projection of 
Christianity. And thereby perpetuating a degree of anti-Semitism in inter-war Germany, 
and also a certain Christian fundamentalism—that is what Adorno attacked.

Now there is a left-wing scholar in the United States who has come out with an 
analysis of Dobson’s Christian broadcast, picking up this Adornian structure and 
approach. He is making the point that there is a need for relating to the ethical part of 
people’s lives, that they want a certain code. They might decide to take liberties with 
those codes, but everybody who is human takes liberties with a given ethical code, and 
still does not like to believe that he is unethical. He argues that this is precisely what 
the left and the progressive forces in the United States haven’t done. They haven’t 
intervened on the ethical level at all. Is religion per se, or religious consciousness if you 
will, needed by society—the kind of argument that is being employed today by the 
Sangh Parivar, that all societies need cultural nationalism. 

q. What do you make of cultural nationalism? 

a. You can laugh at a given notion of cultural nationalism. You cannot laugh at cultural 
nationalism per se. So given the various areas where some kind of an intervention, some 
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positioning is called for by the progressive liberal, left liberal, I don’t think much has 
really happened. Another consequence is that there is a vacuum. Then you are saying 
anything that comes to your mind in the name of cultural nationalism. You are saying 
anything that comes to your mind in terms of an ethical vacuum. I do not think that our 
street theatre is in that way fully equipped.

And of course there is the general argument that after all, they have still not 
absorbed the Brechtian notion of educating the educators. Brecht wrote didactic theatre: 
it was a didacticism meant for the educators. The way street theatre operates in our 
country today, there is really no way of telling as to who looks after the education of the 
educators. And as a consequence, it’s an open field for the reactionary forces, because 
they have a simple and a more seductive message. All cultural nationalist messages are 
at one level extremely seductive. And it is not always easy to match that seductive 
power. You can match it only by creating a counter ideological structure: counter 
structures of an ideological nature, which street theatre, at least to my understanding, is 
not doing. I am not saying that they are not engaged in any attempt whatsoever. They 
are. But as compared to what is being done at the other end, it’s far less damaging. And 
it’s not only street theatre. I think generally the left position or the liberal position for 
that matter has not been reacting to what is happening around them in the field of 
culture. 

There is a play in Marathi, Mee Nathuram Boltoye [Mee Nathuram Godse Boltoye]. 
There is not even a comment in any of the national dailies upon this sort of rubbish.  
There should have been an analysis and investigation. That play was originally written 
in Marathi. It was first translated in Gujarati, did about a hundred odd shows over the 
last two years and then got translated in Hindi and then, after it had worked 
successfully in Gujarat, they revived the original. So in other words the Marathi 
production has come after the play did fairly good business both in Gujarat and in 
Mumbai. And this sort of a thing simply goes unnoticed. So that kind of monitoring we 
are not doing. The kinds of prejudices they are perpetuating are simply not commented 
upon.

I will give you another illustration. There is a new play, a comedy, Mazha Pati 
Chhatrapati (‘My Husband is a Chhatrapati’). Since we are talking about the mainstream 
theatre, I am giving these examples from the mainstream theatre. Now, you know that 
Shivaji was called Chhatrapati. In colloquial Marathi you can say, ‘Oh that fellow, he’s 
quite a chhatrapati.’ That means he is a man of rather a variety of means, somebody 
who is not above board entirely, he can do anything—good, bad, or not so bad and not 
so good. It depends upon the tonal variation, which will give you the idea whether 
‘chhatrapati’ is intended as an honorific or in a pejorative sense. Somebody raised an 
objection that the title of the play runs down Shivaji and the royal family of the 
Marathas by the pejorative use of the word ‘chhatrapati’. And we shall not therefore 
allow any further shows of this play.

q. And they stopped the shows?

a. They stopped the shows for a while. In Kolhapur for example, it was the secretary of 
the Maharashtra state unit of the CPI who then decided to hold a mass action outside 
the hall where he gave an open challenge—let me see who is going to stop this play in 
my town. And since the disturbing elements were not local, he got away with it. What I 
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am trying to say is that this is the kind of thing which should have been talked about. 
The mainstream art forms, or the mainstream theatre, succeeds in doing what it does, 
partly because nobody records these things. There is no comment upon it in the 
country. And then when there was a confrontation between the Congress workers and 
the Shiv Sena workers outside the Godse performance [the former asked for the play to 
be banned and the latter naturally supported the play], it was projected by the Shiv 
Sena as the goondaism of the Congress.

q. And they are the only ones projecting things . . .

a. They are the only ones projecting these things. So the credit goes to the Congress 
when it should have gone to some other people. I am not therefore saying ban these 
plays. What I’m trying to say is that there should have been enough comment on it, 
enough reporting on it.

In this country there are four or five major theatre traditions and in at least four or 
five languages there is constant theatre going on. What kind of theatre is being 
presented? What kinds of novels are being written? Recently, about four years ago, a 
novel appeared in Marathi (I forget the title now) that was supposed to be based in the 
Punjab of the Partition period. This author lives in Mumbai, he therefore knows 
middle-class Maharashtrians—I am sure he doesn’t know a word of Punjabi. How has 
he put the novel together? It’s obvious what he has put into that novel—a particular 
view of the riots, following the Partition, a particular way of people being thrown out 
and so on and so forth, and then the Punjabi Hindu being the victim. He is entirely free 
as an author to sympathize with whoever he wishes to, but these are the kinds of things 
which should have been reported, should have been monitored. That monitoring is not 
happening. The other consequence is that our activities take place with the right kind 
of intentions, etc., but we still don’t know the enemy we wish to attack. 

q. There is a clear ideology of the right, whether you agree with it or not, and they have a 
constant cultural output, be it theatre or novels or whatever. Are the liberal humanists on the 
left abandoning the field of culture?

a. I think that is overstating the case perhaps, but I have a very strong feeling that 
because these ‘cultural nationalists’ talk too much of culture, the progressive elements 
are a little embarrassed by the notion of culture. At the moment it doesn’t occur to them 
that, yes, there is such a thing and that if I do not get in there, then I am simply leaving 
the field open to them. There is no neutral territory in all this. One, I think this 
awareness is not there, that there is no cultural neutral territory, that if you don’t 
intervene, somebody else will. And second, there is also a whole lot of negative 
representation of, for example, phenomena like religion.

q. In the Left?

a. In the Left and progressive sections. I, for example, would imagine that somebody 
who goes to the temple every morning, or reads the namaaz five times a day need not 
necessarily be a communal and a violent person. I do not think that the liberal opinion 
in this country has learned to distinguish between religiosity and communalism. And it 
has a tendency to mix up the two.

q. Which alienates most of the people . . .

a. Which alienates most of the people. Because then, they are not interested. Then they 
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simply listen to you and move away. Gandhi knew this very well: that if you do not 
step into this field, then the negative version will prevail. There can be individuals, of 
course, who can forever carve out an ethical space for themselves. For the rest of the 
community, the ethical space is a necessity. What you all might even call the religious 
space is a necessity. The question is: how do you define that space? I do not think we 
have really done that. There is no significant analysis of religion as an institution. In 
most languages, we have very few people who have written about how you visualize 
these urges.

q. If the left is to start addressing this, then it has to redefine what it means to be left because the 
left, within Marxist ideology, has a strong anti-religious stance. You know, religion being the 
‘opium of the masses’, etc.

a. That is the problem with this understanding. The full quotation of Marx is: ‘religion 
is the opium of the masses and heart of the heartless world.’ That is the other half of the 
quotation, which is very rarely quoted. So it is the heart of the heartless world. And 
secondly, within the Marxist tradition, there have been major Marxist philosophers, 
Ernst Bloch, for example, who has written one whole volume on religion. He has 
analysed Christianity, he has analysed Judaism, and has tried to place a Marxist 
analysis. Why can’t Indian Marxists analyse Islam or Hinduism or Buddhism or 
Jainism or whatever. The only attempt at striking a slightly different course was 
[Deviprasad] Chattopadhyay’s work on the Charvakas. At least a philosophical school 
of traditional Hinduism was picked up and an attempt was made to analyse it. But a 
similar analysis should have been done about the Nyaya school or the Sankhya school 
and so on and so forth.

There is a certain twist to the notion of Hinduism which was given in the 
nineteenth century. It was important to argue, or it is still important to argue, that this 
nineteenth-century view of Hinduism is not a legitimate but an imitative view. Our 
colonial masters came from a certain Semitic notion of religion: religion of the book, 
religion of rules, religion of the priestly class and all that. A far more organized and 
disciplined kind of a structure. Now, traditional Hinduism was not such an organized 
and disciplined structure. So what happened over the nineteenth century was to bring 
in increasing Semitization of Hinduism. Now this should have been attacked. Which it 
was not. And this also led to further ignoring of the leads that our social reformers had 
given us. Apart from calling them reformers and celebrating them as renaissance 
people we did not really look at the writings of people like Jotirao Phule, for example. 
What were these people trying to say? They were interpreting religion in a different 
way from orthodox brahmanism. It is these expressions that should have got left liberal 
backing. If you ignore these aspects of social life, they don’t remain ignored, somebody 
else takes them over. 

q. Is there anything else you would like to say, particularly about playwriting?

a. It is difficult to make general propositions about playwriting. One would have to 
take up individual texts and do a textual analysis. You can in fact ask somebody to pick 
up, shall we say, a commercially successful Bengali play or a Marathi play or a Kannada 
play or whatever, and have short pieces analysing them. Somebody should analyse the 
play on Godse. There is a small book in Marathi written by a retired professor of 
political science, Y. D. Phadke on Mee Nathuram Boltoye. But the thrust of that book was 
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to demonstrate that the gentleman who has written this play has simply got his basic 
historical facts wrong. I think Phadke demonstrates how the police inspector named in 
the play could not have been there at that point of time and so on and so forth. So there 
again his problem is not ideological. His attack is like that of a good professor who is 
probably correcting a Ph.D. chapter, saying that, no, no, this requires a footnote, you 
haven’t given a footnote and things like that. But at least he made an attempt to show 
how historically the whole thing is shallow. But there has not been an analysis of this 
play at all. I am sure it should be possible to find three or four good people who will pick 
up two-three texts and make at least an attempted textual criticism. And the kind of 
perspective that is being shown should be analysed. You will have to take a typical 
commercial theatre production, and a regionally successful one . . .

q. And then analyse that whole set up . . .

a. That’s it. Within that, at that level the argument can be related. Otherwise the whole 
business will amount to simply repeating cliché formulations, which also doesn’t help. 
You will have to relate it to the actual text, relate it to the acting styles. For instance, in 
the play they have used parts of the last statement that Godse made to the trial court. 
One could look at that sort of thing. Or Nathuram’s younger brother Gopal Godse’s 
autobiography, Gandhi Hatya ani Mi [‘Gandhi’s Assassination and I’]. Godse’s  brother 
was tried in this trial, got fourteen years’ rigorous imprisonment and now he’s free. He 
wrote this book after he was released. It ran into several editions and became very 
popular. 

One general point that one can make is that, the more one looks at different kinds of 
writing in theatre in India, the more firm one’s impression gets that generally our 
successful playwrights want to be as far away from thought as possible. They would like 
to print a good play—it works, it generates certain kinds of moods, man’s alienation, 
man’s isolation, man-woman problems and all the rest of it. It’s a very ‘modern’ sort of 
theatre, of course. But this modern theatre does not deal with, does not even suspect that 
there are, sets of pre-modern ideas floating around in society, and that these are the 
dominant ideas. Most of our very successful playwrights would have very little to do 
with it.

Ghashiram Kotwal was attacked, when it first went on stage in 1972. Now Ghashiram 
Kotwal is a very fascinating play, but it is not a particularly revolutionary piece of writing. 
In Pune, the play was forcibly stopped from being performed. At that point of time 
again, we did not wake up to what it meant. So ultimately there was an individualist 
intervention by Sharad Pawar, who then decided to, I think, sponsor its shows in his 
hometown, in his constituency Baramati. And once it became popular there, then it 
became successful in the rest of the state. But at that point of time, there was a kind of 
censorship that these forces were exercising on various plays—Ghashiram Kotwal, 
Sakharam Binder. The then director of Sakharam Binder wrote a book, Sakharamche Divas 
[‘The Days of Sakharam’], that narrates the whole story of how he picked up that play to 
perform, right through from its trials, errors, rehearsals, its first showing, and the 
outburst against it. It was quite a tough battle that the man fought. But nobody, literally 
nobody, of the upper middle-class theatre in India actually stood by that person. This 
book also went unreviewed in the national press.

Where so much is happening around you, the entire argument against censorship, in 
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its discussions in India, were centred on the State’s role in it. At that point of time, it is 
the rightwing Hindu forces that were really exercising censorship outside the State. In 
Maharashtra, the non-State censorship has been more violent and has mattered more 
than the State censorship. Since the attitudes of the left liberals in this country are 
governed by the European experience, and this so-called capitalist state, which is the 
enemy of freedom, democracy, etc., they are unable to see that in many instances, being 
a modern State, it is more ahead in the processes of modernization than these right-
wing forces. The State’s intervention is more, I think, likely to be in favour of the 
modernist tendencies, than these people. That was demonstrated by Sharad Pawar’s 
intervention in favour of Ghashiram Kotwal, or the clearance of Sakharam Binder 
ultimately by the State. But there again we blindly took the position of either ‘for 
censor’ or ‘against censor’ without getting into complexities.

[Playwright and scholar G. P. Deshpande interviewed by Sameera Iyengar on 22 April 2002.]
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alone in the dark 

for to end yet again skull alone in a dark place 
pent bowed on a board to begin. Long thus to 
begin till the place fades followed by the board 
long after. for to end yet again skull alone in the 
dark the void no neck no face just the box last 
place of all in the dark the void. place of remains 
where once used to gleam in the dark on and off 
used to glimmer a remain. remains of the days of 
the light of day never light so faint as theirs so 
pale. Thus then the skull makes to glimmer again 
in lieu of going out. There in the end all at once or 
by degrees there dawns and magic lingers a leaden 
dawn. By degrees less dark till final grey or all at 
once as if switched on grey sand as far as eye can 
see beneath grey cloudless sky same grey. Skull 
last place of all black void within without till all at 
once or  by  degrees  this  leaden dawn at  last 
checked no sooner dawned. Grey cloudless sky 
grey sand as far as eye can see long deser t to 
begin. Sand pale as dust ah but dust indeed deep 
to engulf the haughtiest monuments which too it 
once was here and there. There in the end same 
grey invisible to any other eye stark erect amidst 
his ruins the expelled. Same grey all  that l ittle 
body from head to feet sunk ankle deep were it 
not for the eyes last bright of all.  The arms still 
cleave to the trunk and to each other the legs 
made for flight. Grey cloudless sky ocean of dust 
not a ripple mock confines verge upon verge hell 
air  not a breath. mingling with the dust slowly 
sinking some almost  ful ly  sunk the ruins of  the 

a lone in  the 

b l a c k
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[ f r o m  S a m u e l  B e c k e t t ,  f o r  t o  E n d  Ye t  A g a i n ( J o h n  c a l d e r ,  L o n d o n ,  1 9 9 9 ) ]
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The All India Meeting of Street Theatre Activists strongly condemns 
the State sponsored genocide of Muslims in Gujarat. The genocide in Gujarat is 
not over. Far from the Narendra Modi government’s claims of having contained 
the violence within 72 hours, the fact is that over a month after the Godhra 
killings, the carnage continues. What is crystal clear is that the carnage was 
premeditated, pinpointed, and well-planned, and not a natural reaction to the 
terrible atrocity of 58 people, mostly women and children, being burnt to death 
on the Sabarmati Express in Godhra. The fact that Muslims and their properties 
were selectively targeted, the fact that the police not only colluded in the 
killings but often participated in them, the fact that ministers of the State 
Government have been seen leading the killers, the fact that a month after the 
carnage began neither compensation nor rehabilitation of the victims is being 
carried out, all this proves that the BJP government is guilty of genocide. The 
BJP-led Central Government has provided patronage to the Gujarat 
Government and given it a clean chit. This is the true face of the Sangh 
Parivar’s fascist agenda of the Hindu Rashtra. It also provides a glimpse of 
what is in store for the rest of the country if the fascists are not stopped.

The truth of the Gujarat genocide must be known all over the country. 12 
April is National Street Theatre Day. The All India Meeting of Street Theatre 
Activists resolves to carry the truth about Gujarat to all parts of the country 
and appeals to all democratic sections of the people to join us in observing 
12–19 April 2002 as ‘Combat Communal Fascism Week’.

—Expose the genocidal face of the Hindu Rashtra!

—Combat the fascist onslaught!

—Gujarat must never be repeated!

This call has been issued by Jana Natya Manch, Delhi; Praja Natya Mandali, 
Andhra Pradesh; Samudaya, Karnataka; Chennai Kalai Kuzhu; IPTA West 
Bengal;Haryana Gyan Vigyan Samiti, Rohtak; Jana Natya Manch, Jaipur; 
Samahar Natya Goshthi, Guwahati; Jagar, Mumbai; Purogamana Kala Sahitya 
Sangam, Kerala; Disha, Mumbai; Gazar Sanskritik Manch, Nagpur; SAHAS, 
Cuttak; Kalam, Lucknow; Himachal Gyan Vigyan Samiti, Shimla; Bhavaikyatha 
Vedike, Karnataka; Janayana, Thrissur; Mukhouta Kala Manch, Guna; Jana 
Natya Manch, Gwalior.

2 April 2002
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What the Left can do
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It is not enough to expose fascist nationalism. We must also articulate our notion of 
nationalism. This nationalism must not only encourage the development and flowering 
of the languages, dialects, and cultural practices of each and every nationality in India, 
but must also reflect the true hopes and aspirations of the working people of this country. 
In other words, we must of course strive to be seen as the natural inheritors of the legacy 
of the freedom struggle, but we must also radicalize that legacy by freeing that older anti-
colonial nationalism of the limits that the bourgeoisie imposed on it. More simply, and 
directly put, this means that our nationalism must go beyond all varieties of bourgeois 
nationalisms and become a truly socialist nationalism. 

Socialism is born out of the internal contradictions of capitalism. In fact, all that is 
new is born out of the old. This means that the cultural resources we must use in our 
struggle against globalization and communal-fascism also already exist in our society. 
We must strive to take hold of each and every progressive, democratic, secular, anti-
imperialist, anti-patriarchal strand in our cultural and intellectual resources. 

The cultural offensive of globalization, fascism, and feudalism represent our three 
central enemies. These three, as we have seen above, are not three discrete, unlinked 
forces—they are very deeply, indeed structurally, welded together. We have to fight all 
three, and we have to fight them concurrently. In other words, we cannot postpone or 
keep on hold our struggle against any one of the three. 

By the same token, the struggle against any or all of these forces cannot be 
exclusively, or even primarily a cultural struggle. All struggles on the cultural front must 
actively seek to align themselves, and work in conjunction with, the economic and 
political struggles being waged by the working people in this country. In fact, this is 
precisely the reason why the efforts of the Left have been to build a people’s cultural 
movement in this country. 

The offensives of globalization and of communal fascism are highly centralized. The 
struggle against them is highly fragmented. There are in India today thousands of small 
and big organizations, groups, associations, individuals, etc., who are engaged in the 
anti-communal fight. Many are also fighting the processes of globalization which seem to 
be overwhelming the country today. The people’s cultural movement can act as a rallying 
point for these disparate, fragmented efforts. On specific issues especially, like the recent 
nuclear tests, the people’s cultural movement can and should unite the broadest possible 
sections, including, for instance, journalists, scientists, other intellectuals, artists, 
environmentalists, social activists, and so on. In other words, the people’s cultural 
movement must address the question of culture not in a narrow sense, but in the 
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broadest possible sense. The people’s cultural movement, therefore, must build links with 
a host of other movements, especially the people’s science movement, where such links do 
not exist, and strengthen them where they do.

The Left strives to be seen as the natural embodiment of the people’s hopes and 
aspirations all over the country, as it does in some regions. In these efforts, the cultural 
organizations of the Left have a crucial role to play, especially in regions where the Left is 
politically weak. But no matter which region of the country we are working in, our 
approach on the cultural front must be non-sectarian. We must strive to reach out to 
larger and larger sections of the people. We must, especially, resist the temptation of only 
working amongst sections that are already close to us politically. That can only make us 
more and more insular, till we lose touch with reality altogether. 

While there is certainly a need today to reach out to larger and larger sections of the 
people, and to work out an overall approach that is non-sectarian and non-insular, we 
must never abandon or weaken the ideological sharpness of our position. Let us 
remember that historically, one of the most potent weapons that capitalism has used in 
its struggle against socialism is that of co-option. And over the years, capitalism has 
perfected this technique to such an extent, and made it so subtle, that it often becomes 
difficult to even realize what is happening, since co-option is usually a slow, step-by-step 
process. 

The present conjuncture, then, is marked by two long-term shifts that are occurring 
in the Indian cultural scene. The first is the increasing globalization and homogenization 
of cultural products in India. The second is the effort by the RSS, its fronts, and its allies 
to destroy the heterogeneity that defines Indian cultural practices and shape them into a 
mould that is highly authoritarian, patriarchal, anti-minority, and upper-caste. On the 
first issue, that of globalization, there seems to have already formed a wide consensus 
amongst the parties of the ruling classes. On the second issue, that of shaping India into a 
fascist country, the consensus is far from consolidated. To help create a counter-consensus 
of the people on both the issues, must surely be the task we set ourselves. 

[From ‘The Cultural Scene Today: A Note for Discussion’, presented at the 
All-India Meeting of Street Theatre Activists, Jana Natya Manch, 

New Delhi, 19-21 June 1998.]
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T h e  m i r r o r  h a s  b r o k e n .  from i ts 

f ragments  we

may piece together  something l ike 

a  v iew

but  ear th and sk y  wi l l  not  be 

welded—see,

the dark ness  comes long before  the 

night  is  due.

[from istvan Baka, ‘The mirror has Broken’ in The 
colonnade of Teeth]

The mirror  has  broken.  from i ts 

f ragments  we

may piece together  something l ike 

a  v iew

but  ear th and sk y  wi l l  not  be 

welded—see,

the dark ness  comes long before  the 

night  is  due.
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‘It needed questioning; an unforgiving questioning’

interview
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the dark ness  comesthe dark ness  comes

the dark ness  comesthe dark ness  comes

the dark ness  comesthe dark ness  comes
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q. If you can start off with what motivated you to do this play, just exactly what we have 
been discussing . . . how you began . . .

suMan Mukherjee. In the first place, it was a shocking, numbing experience—the things 
that were (and still are) happening in Gujarat. There was this large committee which was 
created immediately after, by thinkers, intellectuals, writers and artistes from the visual 
and performing arts community of Kolkata—Sampradayikatabirodhi Gujarat Sanghati 
Samiti [The Forum against Communalism in Gujarat]. They had their first meeting in 
Darbhanga Hall at Calcutta University. I couldn’t attend the first meeting; I went for the 
second meeting. In that there was a lot of discussion on how to combat the menace, how 
best to tackle it, how to involve and communicate the urgency of the problem to people 
from all strata of the society. There was an initial discussion of the theatre groups coming 
together to do a revival of hits from their repertoire and raise money by organizing 
charity shows. Plans were also afoot to organize a street theatre festival. Later I came to 
know that I was in the committee too and was asked to do something to contribute to the 
cause. Now the point is, the plays which have been successful productions earlier, could 
always be done and the performances would even fetch a substantial amount of money. 
And this would be true for any fund-raising event for any social cause. There have been 
instances earlier when such festivals have been organized to raise funds for a critically ill 
person, or for the victims of an earthquake. But I kept thinking of how to do something 
creatively, how to put together all our energies and do something new only for this, to be 
vocal in our stand against the prevailing state of affairs. 

q. Would you like to define that a little more clearly?

a. Certainly. You see, communal riots are not new to India. They have happened in the 
past and continue to happen sporadically in several parts of India. But the thing that was 
bothering us quite a lot was this sudden spurt of activity in the Babri Masjid agenda of 
the ruling party with the full support of the judiciary. It was frightening. Earlier on there 
had been feeble attempts at rationalizing, saying there was this marginal section of the 
so-called miscreants who were only interested in targeting the Muslims and looting and 
killing them and this was happening merely on the fringes of society. But the recent 
events in Gujarat were an eye-opener because they revealed the extent of hatred of one 
religious community against another. The picture became even clearer when we read 
reports of how parts of Gujarat were getting on with their humdrum existence—as if 
nothing had happened: the roads well lit, people thronging restaurants and movie halls 
regularly—while an extremely well-planned state-sponsored genocide in other parts was 
converting bustling neighbourhoods into a vast necropolis. This contrast became utterly 
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stark and inevitable. For instance, if something happens in Shyambazar or Rajabazar, and 
the rest of Kolkata continues with life as if nothing has happened, if the ordinary man 
can enjoy his sumptuous dinner at a restaurant on Park Street, then it is surely sufficient 
reason to understand that there is a tacit support of a large section of the society. It is a 
psychological support—that all is well. Another reaction of the so-called educated, 
enlightened bourgeoisie which we found extremely disturbing was, brushing all this 
aside saying, ‘This is not the first time that this has happened. Our forefathers also faced 
similar situations during the riots in 1946–47. It is nothing new. Aren’t you making a 
rather unnecessary show of sympathizing with the victims a little bit too much?’ Such 
blatantly unkind remarks were being made. One could grant that the ordinary man on 
the street can be swayed by a methodical media propaganda; but what about the 
educated, enlightened people? What about them? Can you really believe your ears when 
you hear them speak in this manner? What can you say about a senior professor, who is 
extremely well versed in the entire political history and knows what is happening, being 
very complacent and saying that nothing is unusual about the state of affairs, things are 
more or less ok, but there is always scope for discussion and one can always spare some 
thought about it. Why would such a heinous crime against humanity elicit such a staid 
‘politically correct’ response? Why shouldn’t reactions be spontaneous? Why shouldn’t 
people turn around and say, well, enough is enough:  let’s first put a stop to all this 
mindlessness and then there will be ample time to think about other things? I felt that the 
whole society was beset with a psychic disorder. It had to be addressed immediately. It 
just couldn’t wait any longer. It needed questioning; an unforgiving questioning. Totally 
and absolutely. 

The seeds of communalism were already there in us. Perhaps we were not aware of 
its existence at all. We profess to be anti-fascist, anti-communal; but I think the time has 
come when we have to do a pretty ruthless stocktaking of our conscience. It is so very 
easy to be anti-fascist politically: I can, for example, write a treatise, or give fiery 
speeches, issue statements, walk miles as part of a procession. The trouble is elsewhere—
when we are caught unawares in an unguarded moment: that stray remark at an adda 
session among friends, when our vulnerable selves are laid bare. I thought this was the 
time when we must judge ourselves, expose the sinister workings of our subconscious, 
which is so deeply embedded that it requires a lot of guts to actually get to the bottom of 
it all. One has to be brave enough to be able to undertake that journey into our hearts. 
Most of the time we shirk responsibility. We can’t do it. There is a basic risk involved 
because we really don’t know what lies in store. I was increasingly feeling the need to 
explore and even diagnose where exactly the malady lies. One had to go to the basics, the 
core of it all. There are several analogical studies in the play. There is a scene in Mephisto 
when on one side of the stage Lorenz actually gnaws at a piece of bread like a hungry 
animal (the actor sits on his haunches and tears at the bread) and on the other side the 
intellectual deconstruction of the times is in progress with Theophile Sarder, Erika and 
Sebastien Brückner, Nicoletta von Niebuhr and Hendrik Höfgen whining away about 
how the times have festered. We, who can anticipate history with our understanding and 
education, can we shirk off all our responsibility by complaining eternally? We have to 
realize a harsh truth: Lorenz joins the Nazi Party because of that promise of a piece of 
bread and a bowl of soup—not because of any political/ideological stand. 

q. Exactly. I think that moment is built up with superb artistry in the play. Lorenz repeats after 
Hans Miklas ‘Heil Hitler’, but doesn’t let go of the piece of bread at any point—stuffs it into his 
mouth, tucks the nanchakoo under his arms and somehow manages to say ‘Heil’. What comes out 
though is a muffled something, through the bread. One immediately identifies with similar things 
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happening in the RSS-VHP camp, where they are picking out poor people—mostly dalits, who 
live a marginalized existence—offering them food and a basic subsistence and buying their 
allegiance.

a. ‘You’ll get a bowl of soup.’

q. Right. The bowl of soup does the trick. 

a. In the original play by Ariane Mnouchkine, these are two separate scenes. I brought 
them together in my play, something like a parallel cut in a film. The intention was to 
make this analogy clearer to the audience. To return to what I was saying—I was 
thinking of doing something creative, questioning this horrific trend of being party to a 
gross violation of human rights; and with this questioning comes a scepticism, when you 
see the so-called progressive intellectuals in their true colours. My sensibility suffers a 
terrible jolt when the intellectuals, who I thought would be beside me in this critical 
historical moment, back out. More than the actual burning and brutalization, this system 
of rationalizing genocide within the ‘thinking’ population calls for very serious action. 
We wanted to attack this irritating complacency through a play. I had come across Sisir 
Kumar Das’ play, Bagh in a volume published by Seagull [Bruised Memories, Kolkata 2001] 
which I wanted to direct for my group [Chetana] and in fact Naveen [Kishore] gave me 
the Bangla original. My group promptly started rehearsing. Then it occurred to me as I 
was doing the rehearsals that it should be a joint effort, more members from the theatre 
fraternity should participate. 

I had translated the play way back in 1995. I had just kept it aside because it 
demands a certain standard of acting which is not possible for any single group to 
achieve. I began calling up all my friends in the theatre—it happened in a single day—
and all of them without exception unhesitatingly agreed [Nandikar, Nandiranga, 
Nandipat, Sanglap Kolkata, Swapnasandhanee, Ganakrishti, Rangroop, Sundaram and a 
few actors not with any specific group]. No one said, ‘Give me some time to think’, or 
‘I’ll get back to you tomorrow’. Everybody said: We are with you. The play was read on 1 
May 2002. I remember, no one even questioned anything about the play. It was a silent, 
but firm agreement. All my compatriots in theatre agreed that we must do this play. 
There are several interpolations that I have woven into the play. I saw Istvan Szabo’s film 
once again. The Prime Minister wasn’t there in Mnouchkine’s play. That was an addition 
from the film. It was my endeavour to communicate certain character profiles through 
the play and I thought that the character of the Prime Minister was an important profile 
that needed to be presented. On the other hand I have had to edit certain portions from 
Mnouchkine’s play. The associations were so European that I felt that the audience 
would find them irrelevant. To the European sensibility Mephisto, like Prometheus, 
brings with him an inevitable baggage of mythological associations, just as Karna or 
Ekalavya would in the Indian context. But somehow I felt that the extremely strong 
narrative in the play would touch the human sensibility in all parts of the world, that the 
essence of the play could be understood. 

Rehearsals started from 6 May and it was premiered on 21 May. I’d like to share with 
you something that came to my notice only after the first show—the author of the novel, 
Klaus Mann, committed suicide on 21 May 1949. It was a strange historical coincidence. 

We were, however, very apprehensive about the acceptability of the play or certain 
questions like, why did the events in Gujarat elicit the production of a play like this? 
Fortunately none of us who worked on this play faced these questions. We were lucky 
that way, though there were certain critical comments which pointed out that there 
should have been more historical references that could have made the play more 
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comprehensible. I don’t know how many people have actually been able to watch the 
play—there have been only five shows so far. I suppose with more shows we would be 
able to get a wider variety of responses. A certain section of people told me that this play 
won’t work in the suburbs. You see all plays need not necessarily have a wide acceptance. 
That is fine. At times certain plays need to target certain audiences. 

At first I was a bit unsure about whether this effort would actually yield anything at 
all. I was particularly worried about some actors who had only worked with their group 
and weren’t accustomed to working with a different group. But the whole exercise went 
off more smoothly than I could ever have imagined. Perhaps there was an underlying 
commitment and a political awareness that held all of us together as an ensemble. It was 
a very heartening experience . . . an experience to cherish. The effort that each one put in 
was tremendous, given the incredible paucity of time in which we had to launch the 
production. So much for the background; now if you have any specific questions/
comments about the play . . . 

q. I saw the premiere on 21 May 2002 and then yesterday’s show. The thing that struck me most 
is the way the architecture of the Academy [of Fine Arts] stage has been put to use in your 
production of Mephisto. All of us who are familiar with the Academy stage, know that it is an 
extremely shoddy stage and theatre groups in their stage designs somehow try to cover that 
up—sometimes by doing a fantastic lighting scheme on the cyclorama, or closing up the wings as 
much as possible, using stage properties in such a way that a lot of the untidiness is camouflaged. 
But in Mephisto there was, I felt, a deliberate stripping down, almost baring the stage and even 
the backstage to its skeletal basics—the audience could see the wires, the paint peeling off the 
walls—it was almost like a festering wound. That appealed to me a lot. I had a feeling that as a 
director perhaps you were using the stage as a primary motif to serve as an indicator of what is 
going to be enacted there . . . 

a. . . . Absolutely true.

q. . . . it [the stage] becomes a symbol of the steadily deteriorating social situation in Germany, the 
collapse of the Hamburg theatre, and finally, the Nazi takeover, underscoring the element of decay 
and anticipating an apocalyptic end. Or even the use of the backstage gate, which is visible after 
you have taken off all the wings. What the audience sees is a closed collapsible gate with bands of 
red cloth tied across its width in a crisscross manner. It is illuminated by a hidden light source 
and the moment the Nazi flag is unfurled, one can identify the colours so very clearly and identify 
with an exit which is closed. And the visual is elevated to a different level altogether with the 
devastating line spoken by the Director [played in this production by Surajit Bandyopadhyay]: 
‘No exit’ in response to Hendrik Höfgen’s ‘Which way is my exit, Director?’ It is an absolutely 
fantastic moment of theatre. Interestingly, there is no light on the Director in this scene. From the 
shadows you hear a voice: ‘No exit.’ Another motif which you have consciously used is the full-
length mirror that the Director almost uses like the wand of a magician to make or break illusions 
of stardom. 

I also felt that the use of music in the play—from Wagner’s Tannhauser Overture, Die 
Walkure, and the opening bars of Beethoven’s Coriolan among others—played a very important 
part in the artistic design of the play. Were you responsible for choosing and arranging the 
recorded music used in the play? 

a. Yes. In fact I have a whole list of the recorded music I have used for Mephisto. I’ll give 
it to you. As far as the motifs that haunted me in the play, one was the element of self-
love—the narcissism theme is recurrent. That justifies the use of the mirror and if one just 
spends time studying the myriad images that the mirror throws up in any one 
performance of the play, one will be able to read much more significance into it. The 
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mirror creates another narrative altogether. The other point that you made at the 
beginning—using the architecture of the Academy—I had it in my mind from the time 
that I wanted to do this play. While putting up the sets we even went to the extent of 
scratching off a few layers of paint that were already falling off. The architecture itself 
dictated the need. 

q. What about the straw figure suspended from the top? Wasn’t it reminiscent of T. S. Eliot’s 
‘Hollow Men’—the ‘leaning together, headpiece filled with straw’ situation, ironically 
symptomatic of the times that Klaus Mann was trying to portray through the character of 
Hendrik Höfgen?

a. The main thought behind it was that emptiness that you are pointing out, plus the 
concept of a straw puppet, a marionette, and if you remember, since you saw the 
première—the first show had the straw puppet with a straw head, with aluminium strips 
wound round it, which was changed to a skeletal steel-plate structure for the head and 
the hands and the strips removed from the body. When Sanchayan [Ghosh], our set 
designer, and I were talking about it, he came up with that idea. About the steel structure 
for the head, an image from the cover design of Griffith’s book on Fascism had remained 
with me. It was a solid head sculpted out of rock. I, however, changed it a little: I was 
thinking in terms of an iron head, or taking it a little bit further, a hollow iron head. 

q. In the context of fascist Germany, iron heads spark off another association. Seeing the straw 
figure with the iron/steel head, I was reminded of lines from one of Brecht’s poems where he says: 

‘. . . My Friend Georg Grosz’s men with heads like bullets—
You know them from his drawings—are, it seems
About to slit the human race’s gullets . . .’

The narrative throws up so many  remarkable images all the time in the production. 

a. Right. And these associations keep on changing. I have had such interesting feedback 
from people! One gentleman found a poem by Günter Grass which echoed a similar 
view. But to tell you the truth, most of the time, creative artists don’t really think and 
plan out with such great precision. It just happens, and maybe later we realize some 
association that makes the experience enriching. It so happens that one tends to read a 
lot and images/ideas remain within, they seep within you and surface unconsciously in 
a creative endeavour. For example, while doing Teesta Parer Brittanta, I had used iron sets. 
I hadn’t really thought why. But later, when I had the time to actually mull over it, I 
found that during my several readings of the original novel, one line had captivated me: 
‘steel-er paater mato Teestaar srot’ [‘the steel-like flow of the waters of Teesta’]. It had 
stayed inside me somewhere and later on when I was writing an essay on the production, 
I could bring it up and explain the reason. So that happens all the time. I think this lack 
of definitiveness is the strength of theatre. 

q. You had started by saying how you had used the architecture. Could you say something more 
about the production?

a. The first thing that I had done at the very outset—I don’t know whether I should call it 
an artistic device or a smart changeover, or anything else—I had given the play an 
outward structure of a rehearsal. If you ask me about the aesthetic need, I would say yes, 
if you consider the sheer paucity of time in which we were working, we couldn’t have 
gone back to the authenticity of the costumes, and in the present context, I think the play 
demanded much more than just going back to the Germany of the 1930s with the 
precision of a docudrama—elaborately worked out costumes and authentic stage props. 
I introduced the character of the Director, who merely speaks out the stage directions and 
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is quite an unobtrusive character. It is true I have taken certain liberties. I feel very 
strongly that the message that reaches the audience is of utmost importance. Nothing 
else matters. If you try to nitpick about the authenticity of the props or the costumes, you 
are bound to find faults in the play. The formal style of the play is very different and I 
think one should appreciate that. Just one or two people have actually told me that the 
costumes could have conformed more to the age, because they were seeing the play from 
the realist-naturalist plane. But they form such a negligible percentage, that I am really 
not paying much attention to it. Everybody has understood the main artistic motive. 

I was very happy with the interpolations that I made—from Szabo’s film, or from 
Klaus Mann’s novel, for instance—which have been successfully engrafted in the play 
and I felt extremely rewarded at the end of it all. On the other hand, the ‘no exit’ 
sequence was a completely new addition. The sequence from The Cherry Orchard was not 
there in the first show. I added it in the show that you saw yesterday. I had a feeling that 
Koushik Sen’s scene required a little more elaboration. So I went back to Klaus Mann’s 
text. The scene was in it. For the theoretical/historical reference I read Thomas Mann’s 
Mario and the Magician [Der Zauberberg (1924), English translation The Magic Mountain 
(1927)] which traces the insidious workings of Nazism even in the so-called German 
Enlightenment. I had to bring in some of that. I had to portray the times when the hero 
becomes Mephisto instead of Faust. Hence the transition from the present theatrical 
context to the context of Faust, with Hendrik Höfgen donning the mask and a whole 
temporal/ontological change woven in. I have been fortunate in working with a team of 
excellent actors/actresses who have been so accommodating all through and I could 
make these changes smoothly. 

I have used the ladder as one of my most prominent stage props to underscore a 
particular aspect of Höfgen’s character—that of a social climber. I hit upon the idea 
purely by chance. Sanchayan and I had gone to the Academy auditorium to take a fresh 
look at the dimensions and measurements of the stage. We do this every time we work 
on a new production—taking a fresh look from a new vantage point. We were opening 
up the wings, looking at the space from the sides, from the top, from all the different 
angles, calculating in our minds what kind of stage properties we would like to have and 
suddenly we saw a stage hand dragging in this ladder to fix the lights for the next 
performance. The moment the ladder was left standing on the stage, I knew—this was it! 
It lent a whole new dynamics to this play. I have used the ladder only twice as part of the 
choreography: Höfgen climbs it and later, Alex climbs it just once more. [In the first 
performance, the Prime Minister climbs the ladder in the last scene. This was changed in 
the subsequent shows. —s.b.] The element of height always looks good in a composition, 
but I kept myself confined to these two uses only. My understanding of the theatre art is 
that let it open up, speak for itself; I never want my intervention as a director to stand 
out as an element. The interpretative act has a certain primary essence, but I think that 
the director, actor and the entire ensemble should work towards a free interplay of this 
primary essence and the interpretative act. Let the elements speak; our duty is to interact 
with the elements. 

History has shown us again and again that the collapse of any ideology is rooted in 
past events. That was a very important component in the play. It recurs in Mnouchkine’s 
play. Power and oppression—these work hand in hand. Power will always want to hear 
its rhetoric from more and more people. That is where its power lies. And since that is not 
something that power achieves in totality, it is never eternal; it remains in a constant state 
of flux. Power has always been questioned. Again, power can never buy over a true 
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artiste. In the case of Höfgen what happens is, it is a whole different situation altogether 
because he is an actor. A theatre actor finds sublimation through acting. If you throttle 
that area, he is finished forever, because in a theatrical performance, art is created in 
every single performance. No two performances are ever alike. That is underscored. A 
poet, a novelist, a filmmaker, a music composer, is not dependent on this tangible, 
palpable world of the proscenium. He can compose something and let it lie. If it is a work 
worth recognition, history will recognize it sometime, someday. He can continue 
writing/composing, without depending on any externality. But what should an actor do? 
He must act for the present times, in the present times. He has no other choice. His 
performance, if recorded and evaluated two hundred years later, will be of no use to him 
at all, because his art is immediate. Höfgen says almost helplessly at one point in the 
play: ‘How can all of us leave just because of one dictator? I want to do theatre in my 
own land’; again elsewhere in the play, he says: ‘but this is a democracy!’ This brings us 
to another interesting point about Fascism: it has always crept in in the garb of 
democracy. This has happened the world over. People have voted the fascist leaders to 
power. Strange gun-toting men have not declared the establishment of a fascist state one 
fine morning. 

Hendrik Höfgen and Otto Ulrich are very different. It was not possible for Otto to toe 
the line like Hendrik. The victims that the people in power choose for themselves is also 
to be noted. Hendrik Höfgen is chosen because he can hold a packed auditorium in 
thrall. Hamburg swears by him and so will Berlin, and so will Prussia—that’s the 
calculation. The power rhetoric has to be elevated to art. That’s a necessity. Everybody 
can’t do it. Very few can write plays like Sophocles—whose plays can be case studies of 
how the rhetoric of the State is worked into the theatrical idiom. In the face of Fascist 
intervention, some would readily join forces with the new order, some would be 
undecided, but there would be some who would actually be ferreted out by the party in 
power. Hendrik is one such character, who translates the rhetoric of the State artistically; 
so that the audience is lulled into a false sense of security of watching an enactment that 
is high art—not propaganda. 

q. And that is where the devious intent of power becomes frighteningly apparent.

a. Exactly. Somebody who can keep this under the cover of artistry is, to my mind, a very 
dangerous person and Höfgen is that kind of a man. More dangerous to society than a 
suicide bomber. If somebody with the objectivity of a scientist claims: my job is invention 
. . . invention of new technology and scientific discoveries, who uses it for what purpose 
I really don’t care; I cannot help it. This attitude is frightening. Likewise, if an actor says 
my job is to do theatre, I can’t be bothered about which party is in power and who I have 
to consort with to achieve my ends—there is surely cause for worry.

We were fortunate in being able to get together a team of very competent actors and 
actresses, and so the time that one would normally take to put up a production of this 
kind, could be reduced phenomenally. I had to depend on their personal skills. If we had 
the time, we could have done a more detailed workshop on the political history, for 
example. I would have loved that. We didn’t have that opportunity in this production. 
That is not a necessary prerequisite, but it helps. In this case it hardly mattered because 
there was a basic level of understanding among us. The choreography evolved in a very 
fluid, natural sort of way, with everyone contributing to it. I don’t believe in charting out 
the choreography on graph paper and following that rigidly. That never works. I decide 
on the floor, on the performance space. I did not do it in Teesta Parer Brittanta, nor did I 
do it for Gantabya. The architecture relates to the space, as naturally as the movements in 
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the play where there were no temporal/spatial divisions. I consciously did not have a 
‘constructed’ naturalist-realist space, because I wanted to let the space and the characters 
interplay in time and space. I did not have to ‘explain’ that this is Hamburg theatre, this 
is the theatre in Berlin, this is the greenroom, this is the road. There were no special 
motifs used to demarcate the spaces; a line of dialogue spoken by a character is sufficient 
to establish and distinguish the spatial/temporal/historical. This has been explored in 
great detail in the play. For example, consider the scene in which Nicoletta comes away 
from France to Höfgen. Höfgen speaks a few lines from Mephisto, takes a few steps to his 
left and that becomes his greenroom, and then Alex appears through the trap door, 
almost like a spirit returned from the dead. The audience has no problem identifying 
with the various spatial changes. That is the strength of theatre—it can cover thousands 
of miles with just one step on stage. This obviously depends on what kind of stylization 
you are putting to use in your production, what kind of theatre language you have 
adopted, whether you are allowing your audience to take that flight in their imagination, 
how dexterously you are working in that suspension of disbelief. The formal style 
achieves a new importance in this context—how I am guiding my audience to watch my 
play, which plane I am starting on, which cue is triggering off a whole series of responses 
from the audience, at what level of formal discipline I position the play, and so on. And 
the audience starts responding immediately. The audience must never be treated as a 
static/passive viewer. He must be given the privilege of participating in the ideological 
sphere, in the logic of the artistic progression of the play. That is my philosophy. You 
have to create an audience who will see beyond the text, read into the text, explore the 
subtextual, the intertextual, have a historical understanding. And I believe that this has 
been made possible in this production of Mephisto. 

The play works on the psychology of the audience right from the moment the curtain 
goes up on the first scene. That bare wingless stage with a minimum of props 
immediately triggers off certain reactions in their minds. Again, Hofgen comes right into 
the audience in the scene where he directs Miklas. Immediately the audience becomes 
aware of the invasion of their dark space in the auditorium which affords a comfortable 
distance between the stage and the audience. 

q. The darkness creates a certain mental distance which is broken down and it shakes them up.

a. Exactly. And the status quo is broken. The audience is provoked to think. Theatre 
should always explore this possibility. We cannot let the audience be passive. We just 
cannot afford to in these times. We have tried to start this off in the Bangla theatre space; 
I don’t know how far we’ll be able to take it. We have to explore new areas in the actor-
audience interaction, we will have to liberate theatre from the confines of defined 
preconceived spaces and start doing theatre in spaces out of the proscenium. Various 
new methodologies have to be applied. We will have to get out of this whole logistics of 
doing theatre in a certain way. We must break this status quo. That is the only way to 
stop the dissolution of a host of artistic possibilities in theatre. As far as this play is 
concerned, the rough edges have remained because the immediacy was important. There 
are even certain agitprop elements that make the transitions not too smooth. This jarring 
effect was part of the artistic design. I let the rough edges remain consciously.

q. That goes very well with the primary skeletal motif of a rehearsal in progress. Nothing has 
taken a finished shape or form. It works perfectly and underscores the element of a historical 
process in the making.

a. Right. That was precisely the effect I wanted to convey. 
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[Suman Mukherjee of Chetana interviewed by Anjum Katyal and Sudeshna Banerjee on 25 June 2002. 
Transcribed and translated from the original Bengali by Sudeshna Banerjee.]

Mephisto cast and crew: 

Gautam Haldar, Bimal Chakrabarty, Surajit Bandyopadhyay, Ashish Sengupta, 

Neel Mukherjee, Debaleena Chakrabarty, Suranjana Dasgupta, Nibedita 

Mukherjee, Biplab Bandyopadhyay, Koushik Sen, Senjuti Mukhopadhyay, 

Bratyabrata Basu, Biplanu Maitra, Seema Mukhopadhyay, Debshankar Haldar, 

Shyamal Chakrabarty, Chaitali Chakrabarty, Sharmistha Bandyopadhyay, 

Mihir Bandyopadhyay, Jairaj Bhattacharya, Gautam Mridha, Shankar Debnath, 

Supriyo Dutta, Anamitra Bandyopadhyay, Sujoy Mukhopadhyay, Chandranath 

Bandyopadhyay, Prabir Nath, Barun Maitra, Ashok Mohanta, Paramita Maitra, 

Soumen Bandyopadhyay, Deepankar Haldar, Utpal Banerjee.

Debesh Roy, Sanchayan Ghosh, Bilu Dutta, Deepak Mukhopadhyay, Kalyan 

Chakrabarty, Sudipto Kundu, Hiran Mitra, Amlan Chowdhury, Suman 

Mukhopadhyay
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[from vojka djikic, ‘deserted campsites’, 
in Scar on the Stone]
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w e  g u t t e r  i n  m e m o r y 
l i k e  d e s e r t e d  c a m p s i t e s
c h e e r f u l  y e t  s o m b r e
w e  m u s t  b i d  f a r e w e l l  t o  t h e  b o d y

w h i c h  a s s u m e s  t h e  c o l o u r  a n d  s h a p e  o f  t h e  e a r t h .

here in this poem there is no room for those i love.

w e  m u s t  b i d  f a r e w e l l  t o  t h e  w o r d s

w h i c h  h a v e  b e t r a y e d  u s .

T h e  c a m p s i t e s  g u t t e r

G h o s t s  a r e  d i s g u i s e d  a s  v a l l e y s  f u l l  o f  f o g
w h e r e  m o u n t a i n s  a n d  r i v e r s

s t a n d  a r r e s t e d 

before our e m p t y  h o m e s .
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‘Reading’ Mephisto on Stage: Towards a Question of  Faith

ayan gangopadhyay
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The Background
1933: The Nazi Party comes to power in Germany through the parliamentary 
democratic system. 
1936: Klaus Mann writes Mephisto in German
1977: The English translation of Mephisto is published for the first time.
1980: Hungarian filmmaker Istavan Szabo directs the film version of Mephisto
1981: French theatre director Ariane Mnouchkine dramatizes Mephisto
2002: Chetana’s Suman Mukhopadhyay directs Mephisto in Bangla for the stage 
of the Academy of Fine Arts, Kolkata.

1933 seems to be way back. Just a year when a particular party came to political power 
through direct, conscious public intervention. People voted for them, they wanted 
desperately to retrieve Germany’s lost glory. But this is not to forget the party-political 
manoeuvres during that particular election that set the background for the Nazi Party to 
seize state power.

For Klaus Mann, the career graph of the actor Gustaf Grundgens—his brother-in-
law—prompted the impulse to re-interpret the Faust legend, so memorably and 
compellingly immortalized by Goethe. But prior to Goethe, the theme of Faust—a scholar 
selling his soul to the devil—was very much part of the popular imagination. Goethe 
made a fullfledged theatre out of that tradition, using public memory and his very own 
poetic gusto. Nazism’s ascension to existence and later to power provided Mann with an 
allegory, where not only did Nazism play the part of the devil, but his own time and 
spatial specifics also played crucial roles; crucial, for time and spatial specifics gave rise 
to a possible abstraction for the historical, economic, cultural and individual types, and 
roles, for Mann wanted to address the basic foundation of performance. Mephisto for 
Mann, was to ‘analyse the abject type of treacherous intellectual who prostitutes his 
talent for the sake of some tawdry fame and transitory wealth.’1 The actor Gustaf 
Grundgens, who had ‘a magnificent career in Nazi Germany under the auspices of Field 
Marshal Hermann Goring’,2 had ‘once been a flamboyant champion of Communism’.3 
For Mann, Grundgens’ transformation was not just questionable, it was giving away his 
talent to prostitution, a site where no subject can ever reside.

And here lies the fundamental question: what is a performer’s subjectivity? All he 
has is the script; the lines can’t be altered, the gestures and movements are fixed. Does 
the performer have any option but to become another object on the stage? And what 
exactly is the stage? A Marxist like Klaus Mann could not admit anything like historical 
determinism, he would always have to specify Agency, never could he lose faith in the 
movement(s) of History, even if they are beyond anticipation. In the beginning of Mann’s 
novel we find a 16-page long ‘Prologue’, where the narrator provides the readers with 
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detailed accounts of the prime minister’s forty-third birthday ceremony—full of glamour, 
glitz and pompous respectability. Every invitee belonged to the pinnacle of the then 
German society: industrialists and their wives, poets, painters, musicians, diplomats—
inhabitants of the Utopia called the pure Germanic soil. Nobody else but two diplomats 
present there knew or talked about the recently tried and sentenced 800 workers in one 
West German industrial centre. As a matter of fact, the novel begins with this discussion, 
which is to somewhat undercut the whole atmosphere. And later the narrator informs us 
that most of the cost of this birthday celebration is to be reimbursed from the pockets of 
the tax-payers. These narrator’s hints towards the sordid aspects of German life show 
that however fake this apparent glamour might be, however naturalized the ‘social’ has 
become—giving no space whatsoever to contradiction antagonistic—where virtually 
nobody is in a position to raise a question, the narrator nonetheless manages to posit a 
perspective to the third person narrative. The readers are given the Truth of German 
fascism.

Let’s assume that most of the people are unaware, they do not even want to know 
about serious stuff like fascism. They are not bothered. But the narrator seems to be all-
knowing! How and why? On the dedication page of Mann’s novel we read two lines 
from Goethe: 

‘All men’s failings I forgive in actors;
No actor’s failing will I forgive in men.’
The preponderance of the notion of Performance in Mann’s novel set against the 

background of Nazism results from, as I’ve already stated above, the novelist’s urge to 
question the elementals of the mimetic impulse. Gustaf Grundgens played the role of 
Mephistopheles in Faust, he gave a performance that, as Mann’s reality goes, bewitched  
[Hermann] Goering completely. Grundgens was appointed by the latter as the director of 
the State Theatre. This Grundgens’ transformation—from being a communist actor to 
becoming an accomplice, party to Nazi atrocities, from being the performer of 
Mephistopheles’ character to becoming a director of a supposedly pure, Germanic 
cultural mission—was, for Mann the realization of a historically produced inversion of 
the performer’s art: the ‘positively negative incapability’ to dissociate the performer’s 
self from the persona s/he is assuming on the stage. But Grundgens couldn’t be a real 
Master, despite his appointment as the director of the State Theatre—such was the real 
scheme of things, the fixity of a pre-ordained script, where Grundgens remains only a 
perfectly ordinary actor.
Probably it is because of the medium itself that Mann’s narrator had to look at everything 
from an advantageous distance. His task is to faithfully narrate not only the incidents or 
the situations that the characters find themselves in, but their emotions and sentiments 
also, together with narrational interventions. European realism necessitates an omniscient 
and omnipresent narrator. An important point would be to look at that moment when 
Grundgens becomes Hendrik Hofgen within the discursive mosaic of fiction. Because the 
moment we see Hendrik Hofgen, he is the abstracted Grundgens, a human type whose 
movements, physical gestures, speech patterns, pronunciations—everything becomes a 
conglomeration of various abstractions. And it is this abstraction that allows room for 
hard theory.

the DIsPlaCeMents

What is the chief driving force in the character of Hofgen? Ambition. It is ambition and 
ambition alone that sets him apart. His ambition is so pronounced—in everything he 
does and says—that it makes him someone special, the one who is always igniting 
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reverence or awe in others! Wherever he might be, on or off the stage, because of his pure 
ambition, the man/actor will always carry a degree of difference.

The Hendrik Hofgen that we saw on the Academy of Fine Arts stage for the first time 
on 21 May 2002, is not the Gustaf Grundgens turned Hofgen of Mann’s novel. Hendrik 
Hofgen, like Mann’s Mephisto itself, has undergone a rather tedious journey; he has been 
situated in various contexts in different times, has been even represented in more than 
one mode of communication: theatre and film. So, in 2002 we see a polyglot Hofgen, 
mediated and mediating both at the same time. Through these interpretative 
re-presentations, the character of Hofgen has acquired the signs of history. And it is 
through him that we must address the agony of our very own Enlightened Modernity.

1936 to 2002—a time gap of 66 years must have been very helpful to Suman 
Mukhopadhyay while adapting the theme of Mephistopheles for the Kolkata stage. That 
he could make additions and alterations, could use Szabo’s screenplay and Mnouchkine’s 
script, is evident in his interventionary interpretation. Distance entails alienation—the 
pre-requisite for any critical process. Suman pitches his production on a kind of realism 
where the question of authenticity of costume, prop or speech pattern seems to be 
redundant. We are not seeing a dramatized version of Mann’s novel, nor just a Bangla 
translation of Mnouchkines’ dramatized version nor an inspired theatrical rendition of 
Szabo’s film. Obviously these three are there, but they are formally integrated into this 
particular production. Mephistopheles—the devil of a legend alias Gustaf Grundgens 
alias Hendrik Hofgen assumes a totally new role here. If the Faust legend was the ur-text 
of the Mephistopheles theme upon which Goethe based his ‘tragedy’ and Mann based 
his ‘searing indictment of evil’4 where ‘an actor ’s diabolical performance as 
Mephistopheles culminates in his chilling rise to power in Nazi Germany,’5 Szabo or 
Mnouchkine’s interventions were, and this is extremely important, not in any way mere 
contextual extensions of the same theme. Even Mann’s novel was not. He felt the 
possibility, in the Germany of his time, to allegorically ‘novelize’ the Faust theme and 
thereby widen the horizon of the novel as a genre. Similarly, Szabo explored the 
cinematic language by using the same theme and Mnouchkine wanted to shake up the 
apparently static theatrical space. Suman Mukhopadhyay, in his turn, operates within the 
2002 Bengali proscenium theatre space, the borders and parameters of which are set by 
the Indian Peoples’ Theatre Association, under the aegis of the undivided Communist 
Party of India—the ‘other’ protagonist of the theatre of ‘our (colonial) Modernity’, the 
chief ‘self’-reflexive protagonist being Nationalism. And in the era of the present, affluent 
post-coloniality, it is still the unresolved specifically non-antagonistic contradiction 
between nationalism and communism that characterizes our stage, reflecting as it does 
the ‘real’ of our politics.

These displacements in personification and in time usher in the scope for the 
decision of theatre practitioners to unite against the genocide in Gujarat and produce 
something that addresses the incident right at hand out there, and which is also a 
historical phenomenon.

the PerforManCe

Szabo and Mnouchkine re-worked Mann’s novel and Mann in his turn performed a 
novel upon the Faust legend. When Suman is re-working, not only do the already 
existing performances of Mann, Szabo and Mnouchkine get involved in it, but his own 
training in and experience and perception of theatre and life also play vital roles. Gujarat 
is our immediate context but what we see is physically so different and distant that we 
are forced to think: what does this production want to say? Why is it called a protest 
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against the Gujarat genocide? Who are these people that we’re seeing on the stage? Who 
is a ‘dangerous Other’? How do we identify them? Who are ‘we’ as against ‘them’? How 
is this relationship posited? Is it historical or something very bad in a bad time? What do 
we do now? The only thing that Suman’s production does is not to find answers.

the PreParatIon

1 May, 2002: members of various theatre groups of Kolkata gathered together in the 
rehearsal room of Chetana theatre group, where Suman for the first time read out his 
script to them. They chalked out their respective roles and production planning.

6 May, 2002: first rehearsal of Mephisto on the thirteenth floor of a building near Park 
Street. Till the 20 May, Mephisto has undergone rehearsals, modifications, re-workings 
upon the script.

21 May, 2002 (6:30 p.m.): the first public show of Mephisto on the Academy of Fine 
Arts stage.

the staGe

A bare, naked, skeletal Academy [of Fine Arts] stage; no wings, no back curtain; the 
audience on the extreme right and left in the auditorium could even see the greenrooms 
on both sides of the stage. An effigy with a partial metallic framework is hanging from 
the ceiling above the stage. The entrance-exit gate for the players and props at the back 
of the stage is visible to the audience, the closed collapsible door bound up with strips of 
red cloth. There is a tall metal ladder on the stage which is used as a prop here, opening 
up a vertical space—something completely new on the Bangla stage. And there is a 
mirror that does not authenticate but distorts all reflections; on the back of it a masked 
face is painted against an eerie, uncanny background. The director constantly adjusts this 
mirror to the positions and gestures taken by Hofgen. Another surprise is the effect of a 
performer entering the all-too-familiar Academy performance arena from below.
The stage is never fully lit. The light is designed to highlight a semi-darkness all through 
the performance, characterizing not only the space, but also the psycho-physiology of the 
context and characters.

the MusIC

Western classical pieces punctuate the production, at times heightening and at times 
undercutting the mood; Beethoven, Mozart, Wagner further distance the setting. The live 
drumming on stage additionally physicalizes the dialectics in time. The recording of 
Hitler’s voice on the sound track adds to the effect of the claustrophobic gas chamber.

the exPerIenCe

I have already talked about the metamorphosed Hendrik Hofgen that we’re seeing on 
our stage. The fundamental intervention on the part of Suman that lends his work the 
mark of originality is that in his adaptation he transformed the whole thing into a 
rehearsal: the Mephisto of Kolkata is a rehearsal in progress. Suman even brought in the 
character of a Director, who interrupts, comments—further ruptures in an already 
displaced narrative.

The skeletal stage looks somewhat decadent, as if it requires a re-construction. The 
fictitious performers of Hamburg Theatre rehearse here a play, at a time when—as the 
director comments—its protagonist can no more be Faust but Mephistopheles, the devil 
himself. The director even confirms that it is primarily due to the ‘destruction of reason’ 
that his script is assuming a diabolical dimension.

There are various types of characters on the stage. Communists, Social Democrats, 
industrialists, artists, Nationalist Socialists, intellectuals—all of them create a perfect site 
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for the ritualization of the parliamentary democratic system, for the actualization of the 
politics of representation, i.e., election. And who doesn’t know that fascism has always 
taken over state power through election? And aren’t the notions of (parliamentary) 
democracy, the nation-state, the lessons of the theatre of Modernism, where everything is 
pre-fixed and individuals merely the reified props on the stage? What if one supposed 
performer wants to become an active subject?

Should we blame Hofgen for his ambition and self-interest? Mann’s anger with 
Grundgens is quite palpable; the latter, for him, should not have agreed to play the role 
of Mephistopheles in Faust, he should rather have remained where he was, even if he 
died. But in the scene between Hofgen and Nicolletta in Suman’s Mephisto, he is 
completely broken on hearing of Otto’s death. Is Hofgen really devoid of all moral 
consciousness? Is a performer left with any other option but to perform? Is an individual 
thoroughly wrong in wanting to live a better life? The Jewish actress Carola Martin 
wants to go to America to act in films; for her, the Stalin regime is no less oppressive than 
Hitler’s. Lorenz joins the Nazi Party because it will provide him with food.

It is the category of ‘change’ that this production wants desperately to save. 
Everything that it has deployed—the ensemble of performers from various groups, the 
heavy workload, the tightly scheduled rehearsals, the execution within so short a 
period—is charged with the sense of immediacy, the pressing need to question our own 
selves, to scratch and dissect our so naturalized identities. Miclas—the devout national-
socialist—unabashedly admits that he has been wrong in believing that the purging of 
the Jews from the German soil would result in the withering away of capitalism. Are we 
ready to admit that our nationalist imagination of demolishing mosques and constructing 
temples in those places to achieve self-sufficiency6 is a hoax, and that the state-
programmed pogrom against the minorities will in no way assure liberation? Can we go 
beyond the Modernist dichotomy between Nationalism and Communism? The decision 
to go for a united production is not to contrive an analogy between the state of affairs of 
Germany of the 1930s and contemporary India. It is rather an attempt to treat an incident 
as a phenomenon by de-familiarizing the former into abstraction, not only to translate a 
political anger into art, but also to displace and hence question the parameters of the 
modern Bengali proscenium stage culture. I salute all those involved in the production.

Notes

1. ‘Publisher’s Note’, Mephisto  by Klaus Mann, Penguin Books, 1983.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid., back cover
5. Ibid.
6. Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, Anandamath, Bankim Rachanabali, vol. 1, 
Sahitya Samsad, Kolkata, 1994, p. 716

                             
[Ayan Gangopadhyay is a Research Scholar,

Department of Comparative Literature, Jadavpur University.]
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The Tiger: an extract
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A burqa clad woman
A sari clad woman
An old woman
The ghost of a tiger
Yusuf-Mohan
The tiger-nautanki players
Ruffians
Populace

Two women are hiding in an abandoned house in communal riot-torn Ahmedabad. One of them is 
clad in a sari, the other in a burqa. One is hiding from some ruffians, the other from a tiger. One is 
educated and city bred, the other an illiterate daily-wage labourer from a distant village. Yet, 
inspite of their distinct backgrounds they have been similarly victimized in this riot.

As the two women cower in the dark the village girl begins narrating an old tiger tale. 
Gradually the line between myth and reality is blurred as the narrated tale merges with the 
harrowing lived experience of the two women in the present. The identities of the women are also 
suddenly interchanged. Just as the difference between the ruffians and the tiger is erased so the 
external markers of the two women’s identities—their dress, social location, religion—become less 
and less significant and what emerges instead is their essential oneness, femininity and humanity.

The tiger of that old tale is yet to die. Will its reign of terror never end? Will no one be able to 
destroy it? The sound of its footsteps fill our nights with the horror of approaching bestiality and 
violence. Who will dare to confront it?

(The stage is dark. A room is barely visible, and in a state of complete disarray. A pair of chairs 
and tables lie upturned. A torn calendar hangs on the wall. The window is shut. Suddenly voices 
from outside are heard. People can be heard running. There are screams of ‘run’, ‘run away’. Then 
a tiger’s roar is heard. A women rushes into  the room. She is not clearly visible in the dark but a 
sari and a shoulder bag can be distinguished. She seems panic-stricken on entering the room. 
After knocking loudly for some time she cries out in a frightened voice, ‘Is anyone home?’ Her 
question is met with silence. The woman walks up to the window and slowly opens it. A ray of 
light enters the room and for the first time everything is seen clearly. There is another door on the 
right of the stage which leads to other rooms in the house. From underneath a table kept near  that 
door a burqa-clad woman is seen crawling out. The sari-clad woman does not notice her for her 
attention is held by scenes outside the window. The sounds of a truck and an explosion are heard. 
Scared, the sari-clad woman quickly shuts the window. The burqa-clad woman rises to her feet 
with an iron bar in her hand. Just as she is about to hit the sari-clad woman with it, the latter 
suddenly turns around and screams.)

sarI. Who’s there?
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burqa. What is it? What do you want? I’ll kill you, I tell you . . .

sarI. (Grabbing the iron bar) Don’t hit me. I . . . I . . .

burqa. If you take one more step . . . leave me. Leave that bar . . .

sarI. I’ve not come here to harm you. Why don’t you shut the door?

burqa. Why? Why should I shut the door? How did you know I was here?

sarI. I don’t know anything. I really don’t know anything . . . believe me . . . I’m not here 
to harm you.

burqa (bitterly) What more harm can anyone do to me now? The only thing left is to kill 
me. Isn’t that why you are here? To devour me?

sarI. No . . . you . . . you . . .

burqa. No? Then why are you here? Is this a social visit? Are you here to soothe my 
headache? To dress my hair? I know . . . I know everything.

sarI. It was so dark in here . . .

burqa. What were you  expecting? A place lit with chandeliers? (picking up the iron bar) 
Is your gang waiting outside?

sarI. What gang?

burqa. Stop acting innocent.

sarI. I really can’t follow you. What are you talking about?

burqa. What were you staring at through the window? Don’t think I don’t understand.

sarI. Through the window? Why, I was looking at the street . . .

burqa. Admiring the beautiful street in the middle of the night, were you? Is there a rose 
garden out there? I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you if you’re here as a spy. I’m warning you.

sarI. What are you ranting on about.

burqa. Ranting, am I? Get out of here, get out. Go and tell your cronies that I am hiding 
here. I’ll kill today. Did you hear what I said? I’ll kill. Go. What are you waiting for?

sarI. I’m going (backing off gradually). Please let me stay here for some more time. Please, I 
. . . I’m too sacred  to go out there right now. I’ll be devoured.

burqa. That you will. Aren’t they men, after all? But why did you join their gang? In the 
end you cannot escape being killed—Hindu, Muslim, this party or that.

sarI. I’m not with anyone. I’m alone.

burqa. Then why’re you here? Why the hell are you here? I don’t want anyone . . . (drops 
to the floor wearily)

sarI. Are you ill?

burqa (sarcastically). Are you ill? What do you think? Am I supposed to be throbbing 
with the vitality of a racehorse? Is there anyone who isn’t ill at the moment? Aren’t 
you unwell? Whom were you running away from when you rushed in here?

sarI. I . . . I’m feeling fine. I was being chased which is why I’m panting.

burqa. Who was chasing you? Do they know that you are here?

sarI. Not as yet, I think.

burqa.  Who are they? Hindus or Muslims?
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sarI. A tiger.

burqa (in an astonished voice). A tiger?

sarI. Yes, a tiger.

burqa. I’m in no mood for jokes.

sarI. I wouldn’t dream of joking with your glaring eyes and that iron bar.

burqa. Then what was that about a tiger?

sarI. But it’s true. There was a tiger chasing me.

burqa. You mean . . . You mean an actual tiger? T-i-g-e-r—tiger?

sarI. Yes, a real tiger.

burqa (scrutinizing the other woman carefully and wondering if she is mad). So you were 
being chased by a tiger, were you?

sarI. Yes, and so . . .

burqa. And so you rushed in here.

sarI. That’s why I came in here. I’m so relieved and comforted by your presence. (The 
burqa clad woman quickly removes the iron bar from sight with an apologetic air) Please 
don’t ask me to go away. It’ll tear me to pieces and eat me.

burqa. Why were you looking out of the window?

sarI. To see if the tiger was still there.

sarI. What did you see?

sarI. It was roaming about.

burqa. Roaming about, was it? The tiger?

sarI. Yes. It looked all around. It was searching for me.

burqa (in gentler tones). I think you’re not well. Your hand is hurt. Your head . . . did you 
fall down or were you hit by someone?

sarI. (goes to the window and opens a shutter slowly). Come. Come and look . . . Oh God! 
Look . . . over there. Do you see?

burqa. Yes. He’s wearing a black leather jacket, black shoes, has a moustache, and is 
leaning against a motorcycle.

sarI. What’s all this about leather jackets-shackets? It’s very big, has a long yellow body 
with black stripes, it’s eyes glow and the tongue, red and wet, lolls greedily out of its 
mouth. Do you see? (the burqa clad woman listens sympathetically) Don’t you see it?

burqa (sotto voce). The poor thing has lost her wits. (Pointing to her forehead) Did you hurt 
yourself badly? Come away from the window. Don’t look out any more. Shut the 
window.

sarI. Are you afraid? It is scary, isn’t it? What a huge tail and then those eyes. And the 
tongue . . . Oh God . . . Oh God (clings to the burqa clad woman).

burqa. Sit here quietly. Over here.

sarI. (in a happier voice). So now you believe me. Do you see what I was going through? 
For a moment I had thought . . . that you were . . .

burqa. That I was what?
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sarI (laughs). That you were mad.

burqa (Angrily). Mad? Mad, am I?  You see tigers on city streets waiting to devour you—
but you’re sane while I’m mad. I know very well who’s mad and who’s being clever. 
Why is your hand slipping into your bag? What’s in it? I warn you  I’ll break your 
hand with this bar. What is it?

sarI. It’s only  a bag.

burqa. I can see that it’s a bag, not a pot of rasgullas. What the hell are you hiding in it? 
Explosives? A knife? A gun?

sarI. Explosives? Knives?

burqa. Don’t act naive. I don’t trust anyone. Take it out. Trying to fool me with that 
madwoman act, were you? What’s in that bag?

sarI. Only  a handkerchief, Munia’s medicine, a lunch box . . . would you like some rotis?

burqa. Shut up. What’s that . . . that bulge over there . . . take it out.

sarI. That’s a torch (she switches it on and laughs.) A torch.

burqa. Shut up. Stop laughing. How did you get here?

sarI. I don’t know why I’m here. I lost my way. Everyone was running for their lives. I 
was running too. I didn’t glance back even once.  I just heard people screaming. ‘It’s 
coming. It’s here, run, run.’ I think I fell down once. I’ve never been to this part of the 
city before. It was so dark, there was no light anywhere. And the tiger roaring behind 
me. Suddenly I came upon some steps and climbed them. Then I pushed the door and 
it opened . . .

burqa. All right. Sit here quietly .

sarI. Why is it so dark?

burqa. Sit  quietly.

sarI. Why haven’t you switched on any lights?

burqa. Why do you insist on talking such nonsense?

sarI. Why were you crouching in that dark corner? Are you ill?

burqa. Shut up. Who says I am ill?

sarI (Looking at her suspiciously). Do lights make you . . .

burqa. Yes, they drive me crazy, got it? The nerve of it . . . I am mad. Understand?

sarI. No, no. Please don’t get angry. I was just asking you an innocent question. Not 
everyone hides in their own house and that too in the dark. The door’s unlocked, the 
window closed, chairs and tables upturned, shoes on the bed, an iron bar in your 
hand—mad people don’t act this way, do they?

burqa (sobbing). Shut up, will you?

sarI (taken aback). Why, what is it? I was just . . .

burqa. The others must have been killed by now. (hysterically) Ha, ha, ha.

sarI. What are you talking about? Who has killed whom?

burqa. Don’t you know? Don’t you know what’s going on in the city? Don’t you know 
that the men are being killed, houses are being looted? Don’t you know there’s a 
Hindu-Muslim riot on?
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sarI. No. Actually, I was unconscious for a very long time. I didn’t know. The tiger . . .

burqa. Oh, shut up! I’ve tolerated this nonsense long enough. Tiger indeed. Where do 
you live?

sarI. Peerpur.

burqa. Where’s Peerpur?

sarI. That’s my village. In Rajasthan.

burqa. What are you doing here in Ahmedabad?

sarI. I . . . we work as daily wage labourers in Bastarpur, carry bricks, bring water. So 
how come you’re in such a pass? Why did you step out on such a night?

sarI. I’d left in the afternoon. To see the circus.

burqa. Circus? You were out to see a circus today?

sarI. And why not? I love the circus. Our friend Ayappa said, ‘The Apel circus 
[mispronunciation of Apollo circus] has brought a huge tiger.’ I had to see it (after a 
pause) But I might as well not have gone. I went  there and heard the tiger had 
escaped from its cage. I was with Salim, Sumi, Nagen, Lulfa, Boku, Gogo, Taher, 
Pudina—God, what names. They all trembled with fear. I said, ‘What rubbish. This 
must be a gimmick.’ I too can turn a trick or two. You can’t fool me.

burqa. Tricks? What kind? Or are you just showing off?

sarI. Oh no. Back in our Peerpur, there used to be regular tiger shows. But not  with real 
tigers. I would narrate tales of tigers. One could call them tiger nautankis. Binda 
Farkia and Sadhu Jasim of our village—nobody could beat them at it. I learnt the art 
from them. If only you could have heard the two of them, Didi—they are 
unbelievable. You’d have shivered with delight. By the way, what’s your name?

burqa. Then what happened to your circus?

sarI. As soon as people heard the tiger had escaped there was a stampede. Everyone 
began pushing and jostling in panic. And then a deep voice announced over the 
microphone, ‘The tiger has escaped, true. But there is no need for the audience to 
escape as well.’ Imagine that. Boku, Taher, Lutfa, Nagen and the others vanished like 
ghosts at cockcrow. I continued to sit there. I knew it was a gimmick. Some were 
weeping loudly, others screaming hysterically. ‘A tiger! Oh God! A tiger.’ Then the 
voice over the microphone came again, ‘Please don’t panic. The tiger has not escaped. 
It’s sitting in its cage touching up its make-up. It will appear before you in a few 
minutes.’ After this announcement people began to filter back into the tent once more. 
But one irate group began shouting, ‘He’s lying. The tiger has escaped. We want our 
money back.’ Deep voice said, ‘You’re wrong. The tiger belonging to the Diana circus 
company has escaped. That tiger is probably somewhere in your midst now. But don’t 
panic. If the tiger is hiding somewhere under your seat, inform us and we will do the 
needful. If you see a tiger anywhere, don’t panic. Inform us.’

burqa. This is incredible. Are you certain?

sarI. Oh yes. Even I was a little shaken by the last announcement. Whether it belongs to 
Apel or Diana, an escaped tiger is an escaped tiger. I got up from my seat. The voice 
over the microphone said, ‘Friends, why do you look so scared? The Diana company 
tiger is hardly worth getting scared about. A measly, undernourished creature. They 
used to serve it vegetarian meals. No wonder it escaped, out of sheer desperation. But 
don’t worry. It has lost all its teeth. Even if it did bite it could hardly cause any real 
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harm. At the most there will be mild sores—nothing that a little boroline wouldn’t 
cure. The animal is nothing more than an oversized cat.’ The audience heard all this 
and ran helter-skelter. Everyone seemed to have panicked. Then the voice said, ‘I’m 
afraid if you try to escape because of that Diana company tiger, we will be forced to 
let our own tiger loose on you. Beware, for our tiger is a real tiger with teeth, capable 
of devouring real men. The Diana company tiger will run with its tail between its legs 
when it sees our beast. So, don’t run away. Well, since you are not listening to me, 
here comes the Royal Bengal tiger . . . gggrowl!’ 

burqa. Oh no! Really? And what happened then?

sarI. What happened? Why, can’t you hear it . . . the tiger . . . it’s coming.

burqa (with a patronizing smile) Sure, I can hear it.

sarI. Didi, then I really saw that Apel company tiger with its glowing eyes and massive 
body. Tiger, tiger, tiger. I ran and ran. Then as I pushed and fell, boot-shod feet 
walked over me. I fainted. Just before I lost consciousness I remembered our Peerpur, 
the tiger-nautanki in our Peerpur . . . so long, long ago in the past. The show has 
begun, the audience is seated in a circle around the stage, the drums are beaten to a 
slow rhythm . . .

(One corner of the stage the tiger-nautanki begins. Two persons run in from two different 
corners of the stage.)

1. Tiger, Tiger, Tiger.

2. Tiger. Tiger. Tiger.

1. A tiger’s out in the city tonight. 
It roams the streets with footsteps light.
Beware! You won’t know it by sight.
Face masked, person clothed, 
Head swathed in blue turban bold,

2. The fiery creature from forests wild
Who will teach it manner mild?
How to don the city’s slick mien
To sift from chaff the grain?

1. The wily beast is disguised as man
Curling whiskers, eyes lined with kohl
Milk white shirt with cuffs of lace
A curious smile over spreading its face.

1. Our Peerpur, valiant Beerpur
Round cabbages, rotund kings
White horses, dark waters
Tall kings with short queens
No brahmin fumes, no mullah yells
Shudras ring temple bells
Dhoti, Lungi, Rahim and Ram
Never a fight, the evenings calm
Come on tiger, come to us
You can live here without a fuss
We will take good care of you 
Bathe you, dress you, feed you too.



190 190

[A conflation of two popular Bengali lullabies, one addressed to the moon, offering it 
a tikka, the other to a truant boy, trying to tempt him back home with a bowl of milk 
and rice. Here the context is, of course, sinister.]

Make no offers, stake no claims
To conquer the city’s my only aim.

1. To the city comes the tiger.

2. To the city comes the tiger.

1. Tall buildings, bustling street
Rushing sounds of hasty feet
Buses, trams, trains and boats
Police stations, offices, courts
Ministers, lawyers, thieves and touts
By the Ganges, hustling louts
In Ayodhya, savage hordes
Shaving beards with whistling swords
Children packed in crowded rooms
Births, deaths brides, and grooms
Abracadabra, sleet and hail
Catch the tiger by its tail
Catch the tiger by its tail
Tiger. Tiger. Tiger.
Tiger. Tiger. Tiger.

(Before the singers can move off-stage a group of people can be heard running and screaming. 
Some are brandishing sticks, others have bricks. Some have fallen down in the confusion. 
Gradually the stage is cleared. Now only the sari-clad woman and the burqa-clad woman are 
visible. The sari-clad woman is sitting on the floor and is sobbing with her head lowered on her 
knees. The burqa-clad woman is trying to comfort her.)

burqa. You don’t have a clue where the others went?

sarI. No.

burqa. Were they all from your village?

sarI. No, not at all. There were some whom I had met in Bastrapur. Ayappa is from 
Kerala. He used to do a cycle trapeze act. He is a mechanic now. They were saying 
that the tiger had killed two or three people.

burqa. No, no. No one has actually seen the tiger.

sarI. What do you mean by that? I have seen it. It was chasing me. And I saw it again a 
few minutes ago sitting outside.

burqa. It’s not there anymore. A wild beast like that, it’s returned to the jungle.

sarI (rushes to the window, throws it open and jumps out of her skin). What are you talking 
about? What’s that on the street?

burqa (shouting). You are mad. Can’t you see what that really is? That’s not a tiger.

sarI. (taken aback) Oh! Allright, allright. You shouldn’t shout like that (in a concerned 
voice) You’ll feel worse. You know there was someone in our Peerpur who had gone 
crazy just like you. (regretting what she has said) No, not really, I didn’t mean like you. 
After all you aren’t mad, are you? (Moving away) Why is the room in this state, didi? 
Should I arrange the things?
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burqa. This isn’t my house.

sarI. Tch, tch, you shouldn’t lose your temper. After all, one’s own house is one’s own, 
whatever state it may be in. Our house in Peerpur, a little hut actually, was gutted so 
many times. Once it was burnt down by Muslims. Then the Hindu  jagirdar burnt it 
down for some reason. Should I settle the bed? The mattress . . . 

burqa. Didn’t you hear me say no?

sarI (in placatory tones). All right, all right. You’re right. There’s really no need to arrange 
anything. After all, why be fussy about order in one’s own house? The main thing is 
to feel comfortable. And why no? So what if the jug lies here while the tumbler rolls 
over there. Who says that the two can’t lie at some distance from each other? And 
don’t the shoes look quaint lying there on the pillow? Does he drink a lot? In our 
Peerpur, there is this fellow called Jammu Singh . . . so good natured . . . but God help 
everyone on the days he drinks. And he insists on drinking every single day. So, your 
husband . . .

burqa. This is not my house. I don’t know anyone here.

sarI. Oh! So this isn’t your house? Since when have you felt like this? You remind me of a 
. . . umm . . . a person in Peerpur, called Shibu Singh. He used to sit under a tree all 
day and cry out to all passersby, ‘Please take me to Shibu  Singh.’

burqa. You stupid fool. This isn’t my house. I’m hiding here.

sarI. Why? Why are you hiding?

burqa. Because I’m scared.

sarI. Scared? Of what? So you do admit that the tiger . . .

burqa (in an agitated voice). No, not the tiger. It’s useless talking to a dimwit like you. I’m 
not hiding in a stranger’s room because of any tiger but because of men, because of 
thugs.

sarI. So this isn’t your house. Then where do you stay?

burqa. Across the river, near Sabarmati Ashram.

sarI. Which ashram?

burqa. Sabarmati Ashram.

sarI. Which babaji’s ashram is that? I must go there. Our Dhaniya in Peerpur is childless. 
She has been to so many sadhus and fakirs but to no avail. If the babaji of Sabarmayee 
ashram . . . or is it a mataji?

burqa. There is no babajee or matajee. And it is not Sabarmayee but Sabarmati. Haven’t 
you heard of the Sabarmati river?

sarI. Sabarmati river? Yes, of course. I saw it some time ago. It’s so dirty . . . there’s 
hardly any water, only  slime, carcasses of buffaloes floating . . . and the vultures . . .

burqa. And your Peerpur’s river is of course complete with blue waves and peerless 
white swans?

sarI. Oh no, Didi. Peerpur doesn’t have a river. There’s no water—only a tank four miles 
away. Tell me who lives in this Sabarmayee Ashram? A sadhu or a fakir?

burqa. Don’t you know Sabarmati Ashram, Gandhiji’s Ashram? Gandhiji . . .

sarI. A fakir?
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burqa. Haven’t you heard of Gandhi, Mahatma Gandhi?

sarI. Oh! Yes, yes. I have. There was a Gandhi living in Ramgaon, the village next to 
Peerpur. He was a grocer. One day an American paid him a visit. He said to Gandhi, 
‘Hello, Mr. Gandhi, pleased to meet you.’ Gandhi laughed and laughed. He was 
killed later by a group of dacoits. (voice drops to a whisper) I can identify those killers. 
When the police came they hid in my room. They had gagged me, or else I would 
have helped put them behind the bars.

burqa. Oh God! Please stop this. I think I’ll go crazy just listening to this insane babbling.

sarI. (angrily) What? I’m mad, am I? You’ve called me crazy once too often (suddenly in a 
gentle tone) You lose your temper quickly, don’t you? Anyway, what were  you 
saying about the ashram? What happened then?

burqa. What happened? (with biting sarcasm) I met a tiger on the road. It grinned, shook 
its moustache, raised its paw and asked me where I was going. Idiot.

sarI. Oh my God! You have blood on your body. Your hands are stained. So much blood! 
Oh God! Why so much blood?

burqa. I was attacked by the tiger. Do you understand? There is a tiger inside the temple.

sarI. Have you really gone mad?

burqa. I would not be human if I didn’t go mad after . . . what I went through. Can 
anyone survive such an experience without losing her mind?

sarI. (in a shaken voice) I don’t understand . . .

burqa. It happened soon after I stepped out of the school where I work. It was late. I had 
an appointment with the doctor. And then suddenly there was fighting on the street. 
A crowd gathered. People were running, some with sticks, others with bricks. Shops 
were looted. In Kareempura Muslims attacked Hindu shops while in Chandrawal 
Hindus destroyed Muslim establishments. I didn’t know which way to go. Didn’t 
know which . . .

sarI. And then?

burqa. I ran along the Golapbagh road. Someone said bullets were being fired. A masjid 
had been razed to the ground there. I ran towards Yusuf Sarai. There someone had 
thrown cow’s meat inside a  temple. (Some ruffians enter from one side of the stage. Some 
others enter from the other side. Screams are heard. It is as if the burqa-clad woman is 
remembering everything with painful vividness. She is trembling with fear. A deafening 
explosion is heard. The burqa clad woman falls to the ground). Then a bomb exploded and I 
was tossed into an alley. There was smoke and the smell of gunpowder 
everywhere—I crawled painfully forward. It was dark all around. I didn’t have any 
money with me. My handbag had fallen somewhere in the confusion. At intervals 
loud screams could be heard. At times the sound of bullets. Then suddenly I came 
upon what seemed like a broad flight of steps. Somehow I managed to clamber up 
those steps. On reaching the top I realized I was inside a temple. There was no light 
anywhere. The wire on an electricity pole outside was giving off sparks from time to 
time. In that light I managed to distinguish the shape of the Shivalingam . . .

sarI. Oh! Thank God. You were saved. Lord Shiva—saviour of all. Victory to Lord 
Bholanath. You kill and you preserve.

burqa. I hid behind the lingam. Flowers were strewn all over the floor. The floor was wet 
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and slippery. I sat there petrified. I was thinking constantly about everyone at home. 
All of a sudden there was the sound of a motorcycle. I heard the sound of boots. They 
lit a torch and carefully inspected the room. Then one of them said, ‘Nathuram, 
there’s nothing over here, everything has been looted.’ Another said, ‘Look carefully.’ 
On hearing human voices I shouted for help, ‘Help me! Please save me!’ They turned 
the torch on me. One shouted, ‘Arrey, what do we have here!’ And then . . . and 
then . . . (a piercing scream) Aaaaah!

(The singers of the tiger-nautanki rush back to the stage. A drum is played)

2. Bloody nails, bloodshot eyes, snarling teeth, bloody guise

1. The forest trembles, the dust flies
Vultures swoop with piercing cries
One-eyed bat in the swing
Breaks the tender owlet’s wing.

2. Wild beasts race
Mad bulls rage
Knives gleam
Stallions scream

1. Doors broken, windows shattered
Mountains tremble, masjids battered
Sabarmati’s banks are gone
Temples crumble in the storm

2. The storm. The storm. The storm.

1. The peacock blind
Stench of raw meat downwind
Young hyena on the prowl
I smell flesh, hyena growls.

2. In their nests, sparrows tremble
On tangled creepers fawns  stumble
The moon’s face is full of smut
Cotton wool clouds on skies of mud
Hands fumble through the leaves
Saris tear on thorns and reeds.

1. Ravan stalks, stalks his prey,
He lusts for fresh venison today

2. Sita runs, gasps for breath
Sita runs, gasps for breath

1. From the grass, sap-green, mild
Leaps the chitah, savage, wild

2. Naked Sita, shredded, hangs 
from Ravan-cheetah’s slavering fangs.

(The drum which was being beaten to a frenzied rhythm quietens by degrees. The singers move 
out of the stage)

sarI. Your body is burning with fever.

burqa.Yet I continue to live.

sarI. And why shouldn’t you?
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burqa. Why? Why must I remain alive? It was this desire that made me crawl into that 
dark alley. The very same desire that then made me cry out to those men for help. 
And then right in front of the deity they . . . Aaaaaah! . . . no God intervened. Still, I 
wanted to live. I dragged my  battered, bloodied body to the street . . . the moon was 
out in the sky . . . the air was heavy with the smell of explosives . . . I desperately 
knocked on a door. The door opened. An old lady took one look at me and 
immediately pulled me indoors. She washed my body. But then two men strode into 
the room . . . their faces bore such menacing looks. They asked if anyone had come to 
the house. That old lady gave me this burqa. She said, ‘Put it on. Hide by the stairs.’ 
There I trembled, listened to the voices . . . to those two men . . . Suddenly I caught 
sight of a door and ran out into the street. I didn’t even stop to think which would be 
more safe . . . that little nook next to the stairs or the street filled with the heavy smell 
of burnt tyres. 

sarI. I had taken you for a Muslim because of your burqa.

burqa. No, I’m a Hindu. This burqa  was a gift of love. No Muslim is allowed to enter a 
Hindu temple but there is of course no rule to prevent Hindu ruffians from doing the 
same. An old Muslim lady tried to cover the bestial deed of some Hindus with her 
burqa.

sarI. Why did you run away from there?

burqa. Fear, fear. I feared for that old lady. I was  afraid those two men would harm her. 
They might have forced their way into the room where I was hiding in which case I 
thought no one could have helped me. That’s why I bolted out into the street to find a 
way to stay alive. Look . . . (takes off her burqa and stands near the window) It’s sitting 
there.

sarI. Who is?

burqa. Take a look. Over there. 

sarI (coming to the window). What are you talking about? There’s no one out there.

burqa. What? Can’t you  see it? It’s sitting there with its jaws wide open.

sarI. Who? Who’s sitting there?

burqa. But that’s amazing. Can’t you see it? The tiger.

sarI. The tiger! I’m beginning to understand the trauma you’ve been through . . . 
Come . . .

burqa. There you go again, talking as if I were mad. What’s that leaning against the 
lamp-post? A cat? 

sarI. No, that isn’t a cat. It’s an overturned car. Anyway, I’m going. I have to search for 
the others.

burqa. Where will you go? The tiger’s sitting there on the street. He’ll tear you to pieces.

[from Bruised Memories: Communal Violence and the Writer, Seagull Books, Calcutta, 2002.]
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folly–

folly for to–

for to–

what is the word–

folly from this–

all this–

folly from all this–

given–

folly given all this–

seeing–

folly seeing all this–

this–

what is the word–

this this–

this this here–

all this this here–

folly given all this–

seeing–

folly seeing all this this here–

for to–

what is the word–

see–

glimpse–

seem to glimpse–

need to seem to glimpse–

folly for to need to seem to glimpse–

what–

what is the word–

and where–

folly for to need to seem to 
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[from Samuel Beckett, ‘What Is The Word’, Stirrings Still (John Calder, London, 1999)]

glimpse

what where–

where–

what is the word–

there–

over there–

away over there–

afar–

afar away over there–

afaint–

afaint afar away over there what–

what–

what is the word–

seeing all this–

all this this–

all this this here–

folly for to see what–

glimpse–

seem to glimpse–

need to seem to glimpse–

afaint afar away over there what–

folly for to need to seem to glimpse

afaint afar away over there what–

what–

what is the word–

what is the word
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195



198
A n d  d a r k n e s s  o n  t h e  f a c e  o f  t h e  d e e p .

[C
on

ce
iv

ed
 a

nd
 p

ho
to

gr
ap

he
d 

by
 N

av
ee

n 
K

is
ho

re
; t

ex
t 

co
m

pi
le

d 
by

 A
nj

um
 K

at
ya

l 
us

in
g 

T.
 S

. E
lio

t, 
C

ho
ru

se
s 

fr
om

 ‘
Th

e 
R

oc
k’

; B
er

to
lt

 B
re

ch
t, 

‘M
ot

to
’ a

nd
 s

ur
vi

vo
r 

M
eh

bo
ob

 M
an

so
or

i’s
 te

st
im

on
y 

fr
om

 H
um

an
 R

ig
ht

s 
W

at
ch

.]

197



199

197



200

199



201201

T h e y  b u r n t  m y  w h o l e  f a m i l y



202

201



203203

202



204

203



205205



206

First there were 200 
people then 500 from all 

over, then more.

205



207

206



208 208

W e  t h r e w  s t o n e s  i n  s e l f - d e f e n c e
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T h e y  h a d  s w o r d s ,  p i p e s ,  s o d a  b o t t l e s ,  s h a r p  w e a p o n s ,  p e t r o l ,               k e r o s e n e ,  g a s  c y l i n d e r s
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T h e y  b e g a n 
s h o u t i n g 

‘ M a r o ,  k a t o ! ’ 
‘ M i a n  k o 

m a r o ! ’

s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  

s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g 

s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g 

s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g 

s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g 

s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g 

s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g 

s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g  s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g s h o u t i n g 
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I  h i d  o n  t h e  t h i r d  f l o o r
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When they entered the hall we had lost our spirit



218 218

We had no weapons, we couldn’t fight back
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 In the dark times
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Will there also be  singing?
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there will also be singing
About the dark times

Yes, 
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s u b s c r i p t i o n  r a t e s

in india:
Individuals: Rs 220 per annum
Libraries/Organizations/Institutes: 
Rs 280 per annum
Life membership: Individuals: Rs 2500
Institutions: Rs 5000
Back Issues (single): Rs 50 each; 
double: Rs 100 each
Please add Rs 25 as clearing charges for outstation 
cheque(s)
All draft(s) must be payable in Calcutta

in pakistan, bangladesh, sri lanka:
Individuals: equivalent of Indian Rs 220 per annum
Libraries/Organizations/Institutes: equivalent of 
Rs 280 per annum
Please add the equivalent of Indian Rs 25 as 
registered mailing charges per issue or Indian 
Rs 100 per annual subscription
All payment(s) to be made in bank draft(s) only
All draft(s) must be payable in Calcutta

in uk, usa and all other countries:
Individuals: £16/ $20 per annum
Libraries/Organizations/Institutes: £25/$35 per 
annum
Back Issues: £4/$5 each
Please add £2.50/$3.50 as clearing charges for 
outstation cheque(s)
Please include £7.50/US $12 for registered mailing 
and handling
All draft(s) must be payable in Calcutta.

Cheque(s)/Draft(s) to be sent in favour of: 
seaGull founDatIon for the arts

26 Circus Avenue
Calcutta 700 017
India

phone: 240 3636/7942 
fax: 280 5143
email: seagull@giascl01.vsnl.net.in

visit us at www.seagullindia.com

seagull theatre quarterly
Culture Studies/ Literature

Bruised Memories
Communal Violence and the Writer

—edited and introduced by Tarun K. saint

Hardback, 192 pp,

ISBN 81 7046 190 1

Rs 475

This unusual volume explores India’s history of 
recurring communal violence through the 
feelings and emotions of poets and writers and 
of those who comment on society and politics. 
Poems, short stories, memoirs, essays and a 
panel discussion together probe how it feels 
when violence erupts, turning neighbours into 
enemies and home into an alien land.

In a time when religious identities 
hardened in the public sphere (manifested in 
the form of communalism), and exploded time 
and again into riots, artists and writers sought 
to articulate the ‘subtler truths’ of lived 
intercommunity experience. They also gave 
expression to the shock and outrage of the 
people at the barbarisms visited on the country. 
A plurality of voices, in different genres and 
languages, exists; this selection highlights some 
of the distinctive attempts to contend with the 
real i ty  of  modern-day communalism, 
juxtaposing translations with writings in 
English to allow a comparative perspective to 
emerge. In these writings, several ways of 
dealing with the communal predicament in 
imaginative terms become visible. Such literary 
efforts bear witness to the mutilation of our 
dreams, as well as to the struggle to keep the 
lamp of understanding and good sense burning. 
Secular India may be under siege, but, as these 
contributions indicate, it is certainly not yet 
dead. 

Contributors include Amitav Ghosh, Amlan 
Das Gupta,  Anjan Sen,  Ashis  Nandy, 
Badiuzzaman, Bhisham Sahni, Bilquis Zafirul 
Hassan, D. R. Nagraj, Deeba Zafir, Dileep 
Jhaveri, Dilip Simeon, Harish Trivedi, Hussain-
ul-Haque, K. Satchidanandan, Ketaki Kushari 
Dyson, Mahasweta Devi, M. K. R. Nair, M. V. 
Narayanan, Nabaneeta Dev Sen, Naghma Zafir,  
Ranjit Hoskote, Ravikant, Shampa Roy, 
Shormistha Panja, Sisir Kumar Das, Subha 
Dasgupta, T. P. Rajeevan, Vijay Dan Detha
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