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SCRIPSI
‘Alf Todd,’ said Ukridge, soaring to an impressive burst of imagery, ‘has about
as much chance as a one-armed blind man in a dark room trying to shove a
pound of melted butter into a wild cat’s left ear with a red hot needle.’

—P.G. WODEHOUSE

!

W hen a person does not
value his own life, he
has no respect for other
people’s lives as well.

He or she becomes a suicide bomber
— more lethal and more dangerous
than an ordinary terrorist. Besides
taking his or her own life, he or she
deprives many others of their lives.
Be he Hindu, Muslim or Sikh, his
motivation is not his religion but his
hatred of those who criticize it. This
was displayed by the suicide bomber
who flew his passenger plane into a
skyscraper in New York, killing him-
self and all the passengers as well as
little birds and those living or work-
ing in the building. This also hap-
pened in the attack on Mumbai three
years ago. Ten Pakistanis created
terror in the city, taking the lives of
scores of Hindus, Muslims and
Sikhs indiscriminately. They pro-
fessed to love Islam and to hate all
those whom they believed to be its
enemies. Hate is more powerful than
love. These terrorists are a nuisance
to civilized living. They need to be
treated as vermin and eliminated
ruthlessly.

Evening
air
London tabloids are increasingly
using the word, fruity, to describe a
pretty, animated, flirtatious girl ac-
ceptable in high society. What such a
character has to do with fruit is not
clear. She cannot be a banana or an
apple or an orange. She could be a
peach, which is also used to describe
a young, good-looking girl. Such girls
make good spies as they infiltrate
enemy territory and get valuable in-
formation for their own country. The
stereotype of a woman spy is Mata
Hari, who is way off the mark. Men
are not taken in by good-looking
women but they fall for the saucy
young type, and give them all the in-
formation they want. The nearest
Hindustani word for such a girl is
chatpati.

I can understand why they use

items of food to describe a
good-looking damsel. Food
is man’s first priority, and
next comes sex. When a
beautiful woman is being
described, usually her eyes
are described first. They
are generally compared to
the eyes of a gazelle or of a
doe. The most beautiful eyes are
those of the giraffe. It has large eyes
and eyelashes which curve upwards.
To the best of my knowledge, no one
has compared human eyes to those
of a giraffe because the rest of its

body does not lend itself
to thoughts concerning
beauty.

My favourites are de-
scriptions of beauty which
though vivid do not even
mention what they are
about. The first is: “Her face
was like the king’s com-

mand when all the swords are
drawn” (Hilaire Belloc), and “Oh,
thou art fairer than the evening air/
Clad in the beauty of a thousand
stars” (Marlowe, Doctor Faustus).

Do you know anyone who fits this

description? Yes, I have one in mind.
She spends her winter months in
Delhi. Her name is Dilshad Sheikh.

Communication
gap
A Polish man moved from Poland to
the United States of America and
married an American girl. Although
his English was far from being per-
fect, they got along very well. Then
one day, he rushed to a lawyer’s offi-
ce and asked the lawyer if he could
arrange a divorce for him. The law-
yer asked him the following
questions:

“Have you any ground?”
“Yes, an acre-and-a-half and a

nice little home.”
“No, I mean what is the founda-

tion of this case?”
“It is made of concrete.”
“I don’t think you understand.

Does either of you have a real
grudge?”

“No, we have a carport.”
“I mean, what are your relations

like?”
“All my relations stay in Poland.”
“Is there any infidelity in your

marriage?”
“We have a high-fidelity stereo

and a good DVD player.”
“Is your wife a nagger?”
“No, she’s white.”
“Why do you want this divorce?”
“My wife is going to poison me.

She buy a bottle at drugstore and put
it on shelf in bathroom. I can read
and it says, ‘Polish remover.’”
(Courtsey: Vipin Buckshey, Delhi)

Another
word
I hope my readers will forgive me for
not answering their letters. My
hands have started shaking and I
cannot write. It is a part of the age-
ing process. I am 97.

Between love and hate

The republic of India bans books with a depressing frequency

Ban the ban
E arlier this year, the Gu-

jarat government banned
a book on Mahatma Gand-
hi by an American writer.
The book was not then

available in India, and no one in Gu-
jarat had read it. The ban, ordered by
the chief minister, Narendra Modi,
was on the basis of a tendentious
news report and a still more tenden-
tious book review.

After Modi announced his ban,
the first instinct of the government of
India was to emulate him. Congress
spokesmen called for a countrywide
ban. The then law minister, Veerappa
Moily, indicated that he would follow
their lead. There was a spirit of com-
petitive chauvinism abroad; how
could the Congress allow a non-Con-
gress politician to claim to be defend-
ing the reputation of the Mahatma?

In the event, the government of
India did not enforce a ban on the
book. This was principally because of
two quick, focused interventions by
Rajmohan Gandhi and Gopalkrishna
Gandhi. Both are grandsons of the
Mahatma; both, besides, are scholars
and public figures in their own right.
Rajmohan and Gopalkrishna wrote
signed articles in the press saying
that a ban would be contrary to the
spirit of Gandhi, a man who encour-
aged and promoted debate; it would
also call into question India’s claims
to be the world’s largest democracy.

A ban makes news; the withdraw-
al of a ban does not. Gandhi scholars
in particular, and Indians in general,
owe Rajmohan and Gopalkrishna a
debt of gratitude, for pressurizing the
government to allow the free circula-
tion of Joseph Lelyveld’s The Great
Soul in 27 states of the country. It re-
mains illegal to own or possess a copy
of the book in the 28th state of the
Union, which happens to be Gandhi’s
own. By banning the book before it
was available, Modi thought he could
camouflage his sectarian leanings in
the protective cloak of the Mahatma’s
pluralism. In the event, once the gov-
ernment of India — bowing to the
sensible advice of Gandhi’s grand-
sons — allowed the free circulation of
the book, the fact that it is not yet
legally available in Gujarat only ex-
poses the insularity and xenophobia
of that state’s chief minister.

Sadly, the bravery (and decency) of
Gandhi’s grandsons has not been em-
ulated by defenders or descendants of
some other great men of modern
India. Consider the fate, within India,
of a biography of Sri Aurobindo writ-

ten by Peter Heehs. Heehs is a real
scholar, the author of several sub-
stantial works of history (among
them The Bomb in Bengal). What’s
more, he was for many years in
charge of the archives in the Au-
robindo Ashram in Pondicherry.

In 2008, Columbia University
Press in New York published Peter
Heehs’s The Lives of Sri Aurobindo.
The product of a lifetime of scholar-
ship, its empirical depth and analyti-
cal sharpness is unlikely to be sur-
passed. For Heehs knows the docu-
mentary evidence on and around Au-
robindo’s life better than anyone else.
He has a deep knowledge of the politi-
cal and spiritual worlds in which his
subject moved and by which he was
shaped.

Alas, this remarkable life of a re-
markable Indian cannot be read in
India. This is because of an injunc-
tion on its sale asked for by self-pro-
fessed devotees of Aurobindo, and
granted by a hyper-active high court
in Orissa. Heehs’s book is respectful
but not reverential. He salutes Au-
robindo for his contributions to the
freedom struggle. Before Aurobindo,
writes Heehs, “no one dared to speak
openly of independence; twenty
years later, it became the movement’s
accepted goal”. He praises Aurobin-
do’s contributions to literature and
philosophy. However, Heehs is gently
sceptical of the claim that Aurobindo
possessed supernatural powers. “To
accept Sri Aurobindo as an avatar is
necessarily a matter of faith,” he
writes, adding that “matters of faith
quickly become matters of dogma”.

This understated, unexception-
able statement drove the dogmatic fol-
lowers of Aurobindo bananas. Some

devotees filed a case in the Orissa
High Court, restraining the Indian
publisher from circulating the book
in India. Other devotees filed a case in
a Tamil Nadu court, seeking the revo-
cation of Peter Heehs’s visa and his
extradition from this country. By
these (and other) acts, the contempo-
rary keepers of Aurobindo’s flame
showed themselves to be far less
courageous than the grandsons of
Gandhi. Is their icon so fragile that he
can be destroyed or even damaged by
a single, scholarly, book?

Consider, next, the case of The
Polyester Prince, a book about Dhirub-
hai Ambani published in 1998 by an
Australian journalist named Hamish
McDonald. This was no work of schol-
arship — slight in weight and sub-

stance, it was yet noteworthy for its
documentation of the intimate conn-
ections between a successful entre-
preneur on the one side and senior
politicians and government officials
on the other. The book was not sold in
India — for reasons never made clear,
but which certainly had something to
do with the thin skins of the subject’s
descendants.

In fact, it was almost impossible to
get a copy of The Polyester Prince out-
side India as well. Someone — we may
speculate who or whom — had appar-
ently bought up and pulped the re-
maining stock. The few available cop-
ies were selling on internet sites for
upwards of $500 a copy. Last year, the
book was issued in a new edition, and
with a new title. Now called Ambani
and Sons, it contained some fresh
chapters on the next generation of
the family. However, many critical ref-
erences to politicians and to the Am-
banis themselves, present in the origi-

nal edition, had been dropped. This
was the price asked for by an Indian
publisher in exchange for the rights
to distribute the book in this country.

As these cases illustrate, the re-
public of India bans books with a de-
pressing frequency. Three factors pro-
mote this culture of banning. First,
the descendants or devotees of biog-
raphical subjects are often too nerv-
ous or insecure to have them discus-
sed with objectivity and rigour. Sec-
ond, these fanatical or insecure fol-
lowers have found an ally in the cou-
rts. Although the Supreme Court has
tended to act on the side of the free-
dom of expression, lower courts have
been less wise. Judges who are malle-
able or publicity-hungry pass injunc-
tions forbidding the free circulation
of books and works of art. Few peti-
tioners have the time, or money, or en-
ergy, to wait and fight till the case
reaches the Supreme Court (a process
that can take years). A ban once in-
voked is therefore rarely revoked.

The third and most significant
reason for the proliferation of bans is
the pusillanimity of our political
class. An early example was the ban
on Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Ver-
ses by Rajiv Gandhi’s government in
1989. As the historian, Dharma
Kumar, wrote at the time, the ban was
“a sign of the Government’s weak-
ness. In a secular state blasphemy
should not in itself be a cognizable of-
fence; the President of India is not the
defender of any nor of all faiths”.

In subsequent years, governments
and politicians of all stripes have
recklessly banned books, films, and
paintings that simply express a point
of view. The Left Front in Bengal pro-
moted a ban on the novels of the brave
Bangladeshi writer, Tasleema Nas-
reen; Narendra Modi has banned a
book on Jinnah as well at least one
film by Aamir Khan; the party of
Sharad Pawar in Maharashtra was
instrumental in a ban on a scholarly
book on Shivaji; rampaging bands of
Hindutvawadis destroyed paintings
by M.F. Husain and, by filing case
after case against him in the courts,
forced him into exile.

I t is a sorry tale, this tale of cow-
ardice in the face of intimidation.
Lower courts and even some high

courts have been accomplices in this
process of the stifling of free speech.
So too have been politicians of all par-
ties and governments. Indian democ-
rats may take solace in the few excep-
tions: these being the institution of
the Supreme Court, and those public-
spirited public figures, Rajmohan
and Gopalkrishna Gandhi.
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Lethal attack

THIS ABOVE ALL

KHUSHWANT SINGH

■ Sir — In a bid to over-
come fiscal deficit, the Tri-
namul Congress-run Cal-
cutta Municipal Corpora-
tion has hiked vehicle
parking fees (“Pay more to
park your car”, July 24).
Why does the CMC not con-
sider imposing hefty fines
on those found littering the
streets and public places?
Such a move could have
multiple benefits: it could
lead to a quantum jump in
revenue-generation, re-
duce pressure on the over-
worked staff engaged in
cleaning up the city, and
make Calcutta liveable,
while inculcating a much-
needed civic sense among
its residents.

The CMC could also
boost its revenues by strict-
ly implementing the res-
trictions on the sale, distri-
bution and use of plastic
bags that are smaller than
the stipulated size or made
of material thinner than
the required 20 microns. In
this way, the CMC would
reduce the misuse of these
bags and chances of drains
and sewers getting clogged
with non-biodegradable
materials.

Yours faithfully,
Tapan Lal Dasgupta,

Calcutta

■ Sir — The CMC’s decis-
ion to raise parking fees for
vehicles should be support-
ed by proper management
of this revenue-earning
mechanism, ensuring that
neither the public nor the
CMC gets cheated. The
parking areas should be
clearly identified, assigned
serial numbers, and the

lots published on the
CMC’s website. These
areas should have display
boards at either end, indi-
cating the rate and serial
number of the parking lots,
and should also be clearly
demarcated from adjacent
streets. Telephone num-
bers or emails, on which
complaints may be filed,
should be given. Parking
fee collectors should have a
standard uniform for the

entire city, and wear name
badges with numbers for
identification. The receipts
should be of a standard
colour and design for the
entire city, and preferably
bear the CMC’s hologram.
There should be frequent
inspections by the CMC, if
necessary assisted by the
police, to check unautho-
rized collection of parking
fees.

Yours faithfully,
Suman Sankar

Dasgupta, Calcutta

In a great tradition
■ Sir — The obituary of
the painter, Lucian Freud,
was an absolute delight to
read (“Master who would-
n’t flatter”, July 23). But to
claim that Freud redefined
portraiture is not quite cor-
rect. By painting people, in-
cluding the queen of Eng-
land, as he saw them and
not in the way they wanted
him to see them, Freud was
only following the Euro-
pean tradition of portrai-
ture. In 1800, Goya, the
court painter of Charles IV
of Spain, painted the king
in the way he saw him —
fleshy, red-faced, dull —
and not to flatter him. The
17th-century Spanish pain-
ter, Velázquez, and the Fle-
mish painter, van Dyck,
painted the Pope and the
royals in the same, uncom-
promising style. Freud’s
Self Portrait with a Black
Eye, brings to mind van
Gogh’s Self Portrait with
Bandaged Ear. Artists over
the ages have loved to paint
themselves with crumbled,
swollen features.

Yours faithfully,
Chanchal Banerjee,

Calcutta

LETTERS

■■ Sir — Every year, on July 24, Bengali film
buffs remember theirmahanayak, Uttam
Kumar. Although life was never a bed of
roses for the actor, a string of flops, criti-
cism, rejection, and even ridicule, could not
deter him from getting to the top. His pas-

sion for acting and complete devotion to the art still sur-
prise film-lovers. Even Satyajit Ray was, apparently, un-
able to find any fault with Uttam Kumar while making
Nayak. Sadly, such commitment is conspicuous in its ab-
sence among the current crop of Bengali actors. Another
Uttam Kumar is truly difficult to come by.

Yours faithfully,
Anindya Bhattacharya, Calcutta

Timeless appeal

Better management

SPOILING THE BROTH

L ogic provokes the most irritat-
ing questions. Without disput-
ing for a moment that the

swelling sentiment against corrup-
tion in high places has its root in un-
pleasant realities, it has also to be
asked how a lok pal will help. Corrup-
tion manifests itself in crime, and
India already has quite a number of
high-powered bodies that discover, ex-
pose, investigate and prosecute crimes
of this sort. There is the Central Bu-
reau of Investigation, for example, the
Central Vigilance Commission, or the
comptroller and auditor general, nu-
merous tribunals as
well as various other
bodies specializing in
the different branches
of refined white-collar
criminality. Proceeding
logically, it has to be ad-
mitted that the pres-
ence of this array of
specialized bodies that
investigate and accuse
has signally failed to pe-
nalize and prevent cor-
ruption. No one would
go on fasts or demonstrate if the na-
tion’s most powerful people appeared
to be as pure as driven snow. Then it
may even be suggested (although not
stated as logical consequence) that the
multiplicity of bodies meant to tackle
corruption is an indication of the na-
tion’s failure to control corruption,
and not the opposite.

However that may be, the return to
strict logic would raise the inevitable
question: what can the lok pal do that
all these others were unable to? Its ad-
vantages are clear, perhaps only too
clear. The drafting and approval of the
bill shows a government responsive to
the demands of the people and con-

cerned about corruption, and its re-
peated expressions of respect to ‘civil
society’ establish its ‘human face’.
Meanwhile, the drama of fasting and
mobilization for a noble cause, intense
media activity, the honing of a weapon
to constantly badger those in authori-
ty (as the right to information law has
turned out to be in the hands of
many), and the emergence of ‘secular’
heroes are benefits that accrue to the
other side.

To sum up, the logical question
would be, what’s new? Whether the
prime minister or the higher judici-

ary or the lower bureau-
cracy is included in
the lok pal’s purview
or not (the bill says not;
Anna Hazare says it is
a “cruel joke”), the new
body would acquire
policemen, lawmen and
persons of “impeccable
integrity”. How will
perfect neutrality be
achieved? Would the
presence of the prime
minister and the leader

of the Opposition on the selection
panel ensure that there is no political
back story to the selected candidates?
The issue is not the lack of weapons
against corruption but the systematic
mutual acceptance of wrongdoing
for the good of a privileged few or
for quid pro quo. Civil society can
best address its concern regarding
corruption by insisting that the pre-
existing anti-corruption bodies do
their work efficiently, fearlessly and
honestly, and that politicians stop
influencing and coercing them, even
indirectly. Duplicating the job adds
to the confusion. That can only help
the corrupt.

Although corruption
is a reality, it is not
clear what a lok pal
can do that so many
other anti-corruption

bodies cannot
achieve if allowed to
function efficiently

Ahero of all times


