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AY 1998. It'll go down in

history books, provided,

of course, we have
history books to go down in.
Provided, of course, we have a
future,

There's nothing new or
original left to be said about
nuclear weapons. There can be
nothing more humiliating for a
writer of fiction to have to do
than restate a case that has,
over the years, already been
made by other people in other
parts ol the world, and made

assionately., eloquently and
nuwledgeagl}r.

| am prepared to grovel. To
humiliate myself abjectly, be-
cause, in the circumstances, si-
lence would be indefensible. So
those of you who are willing:
let's pick our parts, put on these
discarded costumes and speak
our second-hand lines in this
sad second-hand play. But let's
not forget that the stakes we're

playing for are huge. Our fatigue
and our shame could mean The

end of us. The end of our chil-
dren and our children's chil-
dren. Of everything we love. We
have to reach within ourselves
and find the strength to think.
To fight.

Once again we are pitifully
behind the times - not fust sci-
entifically and technologically
(ignore the hollow claims), but
more pertinently in our ability
to grasp the true nature of nu-
clear weapons. Our Comprehen-
sion of the Horror Department
is hopelessly obsolete. Here we
are, all of us in India and in
Pakistan, discussing the finer
points of ].i;lolitics. and fnr:iEn
policy, behaving for all the
world as though our govern-
ments have just devised a
newer, bigger bomb, a sort of
immense hand grenade with
which they will annihilate the
enemy (each other) and protect
us from all harm. How desper-
ately we want to believe that.

What wonderful, willing., well-
behaved, gullible subjects we
have turned out to be. The rest
of humanity (Yes, yes, | know, |
know, but Kzt‘s ignore Them for
the moment. They forfeited
their votes a long time ago), the
rest of the rest of humanity may
not forgive us, but then the rest
of the rest of humanity, depend-
ing on who fashions its views,
may not know what a tired. de-
jected heart-broken people we
are. Perhaps it doesn't realize
how urgently we need a miracle.
How deeply we yearn for magic.
If only, if only, nuclear war
was just another kind of war. If
only it was about the usual
things - nations and territories,
gods and histories. If only those
of us who dread it are just
worthless moral cowards who
are not prepared to die in de-
fence of our beliefs. If only nu-
clear war was the kind of war in
which countries battle coun-
tries and men battle men. But it
isn't. If there is a nuclear war,
our foes will not be China or
America or even each other. Our
foe will be the earth hexsell. The

~very-elements —.the sky, the air.. .. when

the land, the wind and yater —
will all turn against us. Their
wrath will be terrible.

Our cities and forests, our
fields and villages will burn for
days. Rivers will turn to poison.
The air will become fire. The
wind will spread the flames.
When everything there is to
burn has burned and the fires
die, smoke will rise and shut
out the sun, The earth will be
enveloped in darkness, There
will be no day. Only inter-
minable night. Temperatures
will drop to far below freezing
and nuclear winter will set in.
Water will turn into toxic ice.
Radioactive fallout will seep
through the earth and contam-
inate groundwater. Most living
things, animal and vegetable,
fish and fowl. will die. Only rats
and cockroaches will breed and
multiply and compete with for-
aging, relict humans for what
little food there is.

What shall we do then, those
of us who are still alive? Burned
and blind and bald and ill, car-
rying the cancerous carcasses of
our children in our arms, where
shall we go? What shall we eat?
What shall we drink? What
shall we breathe?

The Head of the Health, En-
vironment and Safety Group of
the Bhabha Atomic Research
Centre in Bombay has a plan.
He declared in an interview
(The Pioneer, April 24, 1998)
that India could survive nuclear
war. His advice is that if there is
a nuclear war, we take the same
safety measures as the ones that
scientists have recommended
in the event of accidents at nu-
clear plants.

Take iodine pills, he sug-
gests. And other steps such as
remaining indoors, consuming
only stored water and food and
avoiding milk. Infants should
be given powdered milk. "People
in the danger zone should im-
mediately go to the ground floor
and if possible to the basement."

What do you do with these
levels of lunacy? What do you
do if you're trapped in an asy-
lum and the doctors are all dan-

gerously deranged?
Ignore it, it's just a novelist's
naivete, they'll tell you,

Doomsday Prophet hyperbole.
It'll never come to that. There
will be no war. Nuclear weapons
are about peace, not war. 'Deter-
rence’ is the buzz word of the
people who like to think of
themselves as hawks. (Nice
birds, those. Cool. Stylish.
Predatory. Pity there won't be
many of them around after the
war. Extinction is a word we
must try and used to.) Deter-
rence is an old thesis that has
been resurrected and is bein

recycled with added loca

flavour. The Theory of Deter-
rence cornered the credit for
having prevented the Cold War
from turning into a Third
World War. The only immutable
fact about The Third World War
is that if there's going to be one,
it will be fought after the Sec-
ond World War. In other words,
there's no fixed schedule. In
other words, we still have time.
And perhaps the pun (The Third
World War) is prescient. True,
the Cold War is over, but let's

not be hoodwinked by the ten-
year lull in nuclear posturing. It
was just a cruel joke. It was only
in remission. It wasn't cured. It
proves no theories. After all,
what is ten years in the histo
of the world? Here it is again,
the disease. More widespread
and less amenable to any sort of
treatment than ever. No, the
Theory of Deterrence has some
fundamental flaws.

Flaw Number One is that it
presumes a complete, sophisti-
cated understanding of the psy-
chology of your enemy. It as-
sumes that what deters you (the
fear of annihilation) will deter
them. What about those who are
not deterred by that? The sui-
cide bomber psyche - the 'We'll
take you with us' school - is that
an outlandish thought? How
did Rajiv Gandhi die?

In any case who's the 'you'

and who's the ‘enemy'? Bot
only guvernmenlls}.’ Egvlérﬂrﬁ

ments change. They wear
masks within masks. They
moult and re-invent themselves
all the time. The one we have at
the moment, for instance, does
not even have enough seats to
last a full term in office, but
demands that we trust it to do
pirouettes and party tricks with
nuclear bombs even as it scrab-
bles around for a foothold to
maintain a simple majority in
Parliament.

Flaw Number Two is that De-
terrence is premised on fear.
But fear is premised on knowl-
edge. On an understanding of
the true extent and scale of the
devastation that nuclear war
will wreak. It is not some in-
herent, mystical attribute of
nuclear bombs that they auto-
matically inspire thoughts of
peace. On the contrary, it is the
endless, tireless, confronta-
tional work of people who have
had the courage to openly de-
nounce them, the marches, the
demonstrations, the films, the
outrage - that is what has
averted, or perhaps only post-
poned, nuclear war, Deterrence
will not and cannot work given
the levels of ignorance and il-
literacy that hang over our two
countries like dense, impene-
trable veils. (Witness the VHP
wanting to distribute radioac-
tive sand from the Pokhran
desert as prasad all across In-
dia. A cancer yatra?) The The-
ory of Deterrence is nothing but
a perilous joke in a world where
iodine pills are prescribed as a
prophylactic for nuclear irra-
diation.

India and Pakistan have nu-
clear bombs now and feel en-
tirely justified in having them.
Soon others will too. Israel,
Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Nor-
way, Nepal (I'm trying to be
eclectic here), Denmark, Ger-
many, Bhutan, Mexico,
Lebanon, Sri Lanka, Burma.
Bosnia, Singapore, North Ko-
rea, Sweden, South Korea, Viet-
nam, Cuba, Afghanistan,
Uzbekistan... and why not? Ev-
ery country in the world has a
special case to make. Every

bod
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ies are empty (Deterrence is
an exorbitant beast), we can
trade bombs for food. And when
nuclear technology goes on the
market, when il gets truly com-
petitive and prices fall, not just
governments, but anybody who
can afford it can have their own
private arsenal - businessmen,
terrorists, perhaps even the oc-
casional rich writer (like my-
self). Our planet will bristle
with beautiful missiles. There
will be a new world order. The
dictatorship of the pro-nuke

our larders are burst- .
..Ln%with shiny bombs and our
be

The End of Imagination

by Arundhati Roy

"The desert shook," the Government of India informed us (its people).

"The whole mountain turned white," the Government of Pakistan replied.

By afternoon the wind had fallen silent over Pokhran. At 3.45 p.m., the timer detonated
the three devices. Around 200 to 300 m deep in the earth, the heat generated was equivalent
to a million degrees centigrade - as hot as temperatures on the sun. Instantly, rocks
weighing around a thousand tons, a mini mountain underground, vapourized...
shockwaves from the blast began to lift a mound of earth the size of a football field by several
metres. One scientist on seeing it said, "I can now believe stories of Lord Krishna
lifting a hill."

| — India Today

Arundhati Roy, the writer of
God of Small Things
egalitarian idea that man has
ever had. On the day of reckon-
ing, you will not be asked to
present your credentials. The
devastation will be indiscrimi-
nate. The bomb isn't in your
backyard. It's in your body. And
mine. Nobody. no nation, no
overnment, no man, no god,
Eas the right to put it there.
We're radioactive already. and
the war hasn't even begun. So
stand up and say something.
Never mind if it's been said be-
fore. S up on your own be-
half. Take it very personally.

The Bomb And 1

N early Ma¥] (before the

bomb). 1 left home for three

weeks. | thought I would
return. I had every intention of
returning. Of course, things
haven't worked out quite the
way | had planned.

While | was away, | met a
friend of mine whom I have al-
ways loved for, among other
things, her ability to combine
deep affection with a frankness
that borders on savagery.

"I've been thinkl%ahnut
you.  she said. "about God of
Smigll, Things — what,s.jn it
what's over it, under it, around
it, above i{..."

She fell silent for a while. 1
was uneasy and not al all sure
that I wanted to hear the rest ol
what she had to say. She. how-
ever, was sure that she was go-
ing to say it. "In this last year -
less than a year actually -
you've had too much of every-
thing - fame, money, prizes,
adulation, criticism, condem-
nation, ridicule, love, hate,
anger, envy, generosity - every-
thing. In some ways it's a perfect
story. Perfectly baroque in its
excess. The trouble is that it

India and Pakistan have nuclear bombs now and feel
entirely justified in having them. Soon others will
too. Israel, Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Norway, Nepal
(I'm trying to be eclectic here), Denmark, Germany,
Bhutan, Mexico, Lebanon, Sri Lanka, Burma, Bosnia,
Singapore, North Korea, Sweden, South Korea, Viet-
nam, Cuba, Afghanistan, Uzbekistan... and why not?
Every country in the world has a special case to make.

elite. We can get our kicks by
threatening each other. It'll be
like bungee-jumping when you
can't rely on the bungee cord, or

laying Russian roulette all day
ong. An additional perk will be
the thrill of Not Knowing What
To Believe. We can be victims of
the predatory imagination of
every green card-seeking char-
latan who surfaces in the West
with concocted stories of im-
minent missile attacks. We can
delight at the prospect of being
held to ransom by every pelty

trouble-maker and runiour-
monger, the more the merrier if

truth be told, anything for an

excuse to make more bombs. So
ou see, even without a war, we
ave a lot fo look forward to.

But let us pause to give credit
where it's due. Whom must we
thank for all this?

The Men who made it hap-
pen. The Masters of the Uni-
verse. Ladies and gentlemen,
The United States of Americal
Come on up here folks, stand up
and take a bow. Thank you for
doing this to the world. Thank

ou for making a difference.

ank you for showing us the

way. Thank you for altering the
very meaning of life.

From now on it is not dying
we must fear, but lhrinlg.

It is such supreme folly to be-
lieve that nuclear weapons are
deadly only if they're used. The
fact that they exist at all, their
very afi)resenne in our lives, will
wreak more havoc than we can
begin to fathom. Nuclear
weapons pervade our thinking.
Control our behaviour. Admin-
ister our societies. Inform our
dreams. They bury themselves
like meat hooks deep in the
base of our brains. They are
purveyors of madness. They are
the ultimate coloniser.. ter
than any white man that ever
lived. The very heart of white-
Ness,

All I can say to every man,
woman and sentient child here
in India, and over there, just a
little way away in Pakistan, is:
Take it personally. Whoever
you are - du, Muslim, urban,
agrarian - it doesn't matter. The
only good thing about nuclear
war is that it is the single most

has, or can have, only one per-
fect ending." Her eyes were on
me, bright with a slanting,
probing brilliance. She knew
that | knew what she was going
to say. She was insane.

Sge was going to say that
nothing that e::Fpened to me in
the future could ever match the
buzz of this. That the whole of
the rest of my life was going to
be vaguely unsatisfying. And.
therefore, the only perfect end-
ing to the story would be death.
My death,

The thought had occurred to
me too. Of course it had. The
fact that all this, this global
dazzle - these lights in my eyes,
the applause, the flowers, the

hotographers, the journalists
ﬁtigning a deep interest in m
life (yet struggling to get a single
fact straight), the men in suits
fawning over me, the shiny ho-
tel bathrooms with endless
towels - none of it was likely to
happen again. Would I miss it?
Hadp I grown to need it? Was [ a
fame-junkie? Would [ have
withdrawal symptoms?

The more I thought about it,
the clearer it became to me that
if fame was going to be my per-
manent condition it would kill
me. Club me to death with its
good manners and hygiene. I'll
admit that I've enjoyed my own
five minutes of it immensely,
but primarily because it was

ust five minutes. Because |

ew (or thought [ knew) that I
could go home when | was bored
and giggle about it. Grow old
and irresponsible. Eat mangoes
in the moonlight. Maybe write a
couple of failed books -
worstsellers - to see what it felt
like. For a whole year I've
cartwheeled across the world,
anchored always to thoughts of
home and the life I would go
back to. Contrary to all the en-
quiries and predictions about
my impending emigration, that
was the well I dipped into. That
was my sustenance. My
strength.

I told my friend there was no
such thing as a perfect story. I
said in any case hers was an ex-
ternal view of thin%; this as-
sumption that the trajectory of
a person's happiness, or let's

el e i

say fulflilment, had peaked (and
now must trough) because she
had accidentally stumbled upon
‘'success’. It was premised on the
unimaginative belief that
wealth and fame were the
mandatory stufl of everybody's
dreams.

You've lived too long in New
York, 1 told her. There are other
worlds. Other kinds of dreams.
Dreams in which failure is fea-
sible. Honourable. Sometimes
even worth striving for. Worlds
in which recognition is not the
only barometer of brilliance or
human worth. There are plenty
of warriors that 1 know and
love, people far more valuable
than myself, who go to war each
day, knowing in advance that
they will fail. True, they are less
‘'successful’ in the most vulgar
sense of the word, but by no
means less fulfilled.

The only dream worth hav-
ing. 1 told her. is to dream that
you will live while you're alive
and die only when you're cead.
(Prescience? Perhaps )

"Which means exactly
what?" (Arched eyebrows, a lit-
tle annoyed.)

I tried to explain, but didn't
do a very good job of it. Some-
times [ need to write to think.
So | wrote it down for her on a
paper napkin. This is what I
wrote: To love. To be loved. To
never forget your own insignifi-
cance. To never get used to the
unspeakable violence and the
vulgar disparity of life around
you. To seek joy in the saddest

laces. To pursue beauty to its
air. To never simplify what is
complicated or complicate what
is simple. To respect strength,
never wer. Above all, to
watch. To uz and understand.
To never look away. And never,
never to forget.

I've known her for many
years, this friend of mine. She's
an architect too. She looked
dubious. somewhat uncon-
vinced by my paper napkin
speech. I could tell that struc-
turally, just in terms of the
sleek, narrative symmetry of
things, and because she loves
me, her thrill at my 'success’
was so keen, so generous, that it
weighed ip, evenly with her
(anticipated] horror at the idea

was nothing personal. Just a
design thing.

Anyhow, two weeks afler
that conversation, I returned to
India. To what | think/thought
of as home. Something had died
but it wasn't me. It was in-
finitely more precious. It was a
world that has been ailing for a
while, and has finally breathed
its last. It's been cremated now.
The air is thick with ugliness
and there's the unmistakable
stench of fascism on the breeze.

“These are not just nuclear
tests. they are nationalism
tests. we were repeatedly told.

This has been hammered
home, over and over again. The

bomb is India. India is the
bomb, Not just india. Hindu In-
dia. Therefore, be warned, any
criticism of it is not just anti-
national, but anti-Hindu. (Of
course, in Pakistan the bomb is
Islamic. Other than that, politi-
cally, the same physics applies.)
This is one of the une ted
perks of having a nuclear bomb.
Not only can the Government
use it to threaten the Enemy,

they can use it to declare war on
their own ple. Us.

When I told my friends that |
was writing this piece, they
cautioned me. "Go ahead,” they
said. "but first make sure you're
not vulnerable. Make sure your
papers are in order. Make sure
your taxes are paid.”

My papers are in order, My
taxes are paid. But how can one
not be vulnerable in a climate
like this? Everyone is era-
ble. Accidents happen. There's
safety only in acquiescence. As
I write, 1 am filled with forebod-
ing. In this country, I have truly
known what it means for a
writer to feel loved (and, to
some degree, hated too). Last

year | was one of the items belnF
paraded in the media's end-of-
the-year National Pride Parade.
Among the others, much to my
mortification, were a bomb-
maker and an international
E;.aut}r queen. Each time a
ami rson sto Ime on
the strggeltxand EaicF %gu have
made India proud' (referring to
the prize | won, not the book 1
wrote), 1 felt a little uneasy. It
frightened me then and it terri-
fies me now, because I know
how easily that swell, that tide
of emotion, can turn against
me. Perhaps the time for that
has come. I'm going to step out
from under the fairy lights and
say what's on my mind.
ﬂ_’s this: .
protesting against having
a nuclear bomb implanted in
my brain is anti-Hindu and
anti-national, then | secede. |
hereby declare myself an inde-
dent, mobile republic. [ am a
citizen of the earth. I own no
territory. I have no flag. I'm fe-
male, but have nothing against
eunuchs. My policies are sim-
ple. I'm willing to sign any nu-
clear non-proliferation treaty
or nuclear test ban treaty that's
guing. Immigrants are welcome,
ou can help me design our flag.

My world has died. And 1
write to mourn its pass

Admittedly it was a lawed
world. An unviable world. A

of my-death. tunderstood-that #t- ~taney S

scarred and wounded world. It
was a world that I myself have
criticised unsparingly, but only
because | loved it. It didn't de-
serve to die. It didn't deserve to
be dismembered. Forgive me, |
realise that sentimentality is
uncool - but what shall | do with
my desolation?

I loved it simply because it
offered humanity a choice. It
was a rock out at sea. It was a
stubborn chink of light that in-
sisted that there was a different
way of living. It was a function-
inF Lﬁosaihi ity. A real option.
All that's gone now. India’s nu-
clear tests, the manner in
which they were conducted, the
euphoria with which they have
been greeted (by us) is indefen-
sible. To me, it signifies dread-
ful things. The end of imagina-
tion. The end of freedom actu-
ally, because, after all, that's
what freedom is. Choice.

On the 15th of August last
year we celebrated the fiftieth
anniversary of India's indepen-
dence. Next May we can mark
our first anniversary in nuclear
bondage.

Why did they do it?

Political expediency is the
obvious, cynical answer, except
that it only raises another,
more basic question: Why
should it have politically

ient?

The three Official Reasons
iven are: China, Pakistan and
xposing Western Hypocrisy.

Taken at face value, and ex-
amined individually, they're
somewhat baffling. I'm not for a
moment suggesting that these
are not real issues. Merely that
they aren’'t new. The only new

thing on the old horizon is the
Indian Government. In his ap-
pallingly cavalier letter to the
U.S. President (why bother to
write at all if you're going to
write like this?) our Prime Min-
ister says India's decision to go
ahead with the nuclear tests
was due to a "deteriorating se-
curity environment”. He goes on
to mention the war with China
in 1962 and the "three aggres-
sions we have suffered in the
last fifty years (from Pakistan).
And for the last ten years we
have been the,victim of wn,
remitting terrorism and mili-
msared-by it.. ~esper
cially in Jammmu and Kashmir."

The war with China is
thirty-five years old. Unless
there's some vital state secret
that we don’'t know about, it cer-
tainly seemed as though mat-
ters had improved slightly be-
tween us. Just a few days before
the nuclear tests General Fu
Quanyou, Chief of General Staff
of the Chinese People's Libera-
tion Army. was the guest of our
Chief of Army Staff. We heard
no words of war.

The most recent war with
Pakistan was fought twenty-
seven years ago. Admittedly
Kashmir continues to be a
deeply troubled region and no
doubt Pakistan is gleefully fan-
ning the flames. But surely
there must be flames to fan in
the first place? Sureg— the kin-
dling is crackling and ready to
burn? Can the Indian State
with even a modicum of hon-
esty absolve itself completely of
having a hand in Kashmir's
troubles? Kashmir, and for that
matter, Assam, Tripura, Naga-
land - virtually the whole of the
Northeast - Jharkhand., Ut-
tarakhand and all the trouble
that's still to come - these are
symptoms of a deeper malaise.
It cannot and will not be solved
by pointing nuclear missiles at
Pakjstan.

ven Pakistan can't be
solved by pointing nuclear mis-
siles at Pakistan. Though we
are separate countries, we share
skies, we share winds, we share
water. Where radioactive fall-
out will land on any given day
depends on the direction of the
wind and rain. Lahore and Am-
ritsar are thirty miles apart. If
we bomb Lahore, Punjab will
burn. If we bomb Karachi - then
Gujarat and Rajasthan, perhaps
even Bombay, will burn. An
nuclear war with Pakistan will

be a war nst ourselves.
As for the third Official Rea-
son: Exposing %Vesltern

Hypocrisy - how much more ex-
posed caa};l they be? Which de-
cent human being on earth har-
bours any illusions about it?
These are people whose histo-
ries are spongy with the blood
of others. Colonialism,
apartheid, slavery, ethnic
cleansing, germ warlare, chem-
ical weapons - they virtually
invented it all. They have plun-
dered nations, snuffed out civi-
lizations, exterminated entire
populations. They stand on the
world's stage stark naked but
entirely unembarrassed, be-
cause they know that they have
more money, more food and
bigger bombs than anybody
else. They know they can wi

us out in the course of an ordi-
nary working day. Personally,

I'd say it is more arrogance than
hypocrisy.

have less money, less
food and smaller bombs.
However, we have, or

had, all kinds of other wealth.
Delightful, unquantifiable.
What we've done with it is the
opposite of what we think we've
done. We've pawned it all. We've
traded it in. For what? In order
to enter into a contract with the

very people we claim to despise.
In the larger scheme of things,
we've to play their &am&
and play it their way. We've
accepted their terms and
conditions unquestioningly.
The CTBT ain't nothing'
compared to this.

1 in all, I think it is fair to
say that we're the hypocrites.
We're the ones who've aban-
doned what was arguably a
moral ition, i.e.: We have the
technology, we can make bombs
if we want to, but we won't. We
don't believe in them.

We're the ones who have now
set up this craven clamouring to
be admitted into the club of Su-
perpowers. (If we are, we will no
doubt gladly slam the door after
us, and say to hell with princi-
ples about fighting Discrimina-
tory World Orders.) For India to
demand the status of a Super-
power is as ridiculous as de-
manding to play in the World
Cup finals simply because we
have a ball. Never mind that we
haven't qualified, or that we
don't play much soccer and
haven't got a team.

Since we've chosen to enter
the arena, it might be an idea to
begin by learning the rules of
the game. Rule number one is
Acknowledge the Masters. Who
are the best players? The ones
with more money, more food,
more bombs.

Rule number two is Locate
Yourself in Relation to Them,
i.e.: Make an honest assessment
of your position and abilities.
The honest assessment of our-
selves (in quantifiable terms)
reads as follows:

We are a nation of nearly a
billion people. In development
terms we rank No. 138 out of the
175 countries listed in the
UNDP's Human Development
Index. More than 400 million of
our gco]lale are illiterate and live
in absolute poverty, over 600
million lack even basic sanita-
tion and over 200 million have
no safe drinking water.

So the three Official Rea-
sons, taken individually, don't
hold much water. However, if

ou link them, a kind of twisted

ogic reveals itself. It has more
to do with us than them. o
The key words in our Prime

~DMinister's Jletter o .the U.S. .

President were ‘suffered’ and
'victim'. That's the substance ol
it. That's our meat and drink.
We need to feel like victitns. We
need to feel beleaguered. We
need enemies. We have so little
sense of ourselves as a nation
and therefore constantly cast
about for targets to define our-
selves against. Prevalent politi-
cal wisdom suggests that to pre-
vent the State from crumbling,
we need a national cause, and
other than our currency (and. of
course, poverty, illiteracy and

try. The impoverished, illiter-
ate agrarian majority have no
stake in the State, And indeed,
why should they, how can they,
when they don't even know
what the State is? To them, In-
dia is, at best, a noisy slogan
that comes around during the
elections. Or a montage of peo-
ple on Government TV pro-

onal cos-
tumes and saying Mera Bharat
Mahan.

The people who have a vital
stake (or, more to the point, a
business interest) in India
having a single, lucid, cohesive
national identity are the politi-
clans who constitute our na-
tional political parties. The
reason isn't far to seek, it's sim-
ply because their struggle, their
career goal, is - and must neces-
sarily be - to become that iden-
tity. To be identified with that
identity. If there isn't one, they
have to manufacture one and
persuade people to vote for it. It
isn’t their fault. It comes with
the territory. It is inherent in
the nature of our system of cen-
tralized government. A congen-
ital defect in our particular
brand of democracy. The
grealer the numbers of illiterate
people, the poorer the country
and the more morally bankrupt
the politicians, the cruder the
ideas of what that identity
should be. In a situation like
this, illiteracy is not just sad,

it's downright dangerous. How-
ever, to be fair, cobbling to-
gether a viable pre-digested 'Na-

tional Identity' for India would
be a formidable challenge even
for the wise and the visionary.
Every single Indian citizen
could, if he or she wants to,
claim to belong to some minor-
ity or the other. The fissures, if
vou look for them, run verti-
cally, horizontally, layered,
whorled, circular, spiral, inside
out and outside in. Fires when
they're lit race along any one of
these schisms, and in the pro-
cess, release tremendous bursts
of political energy. Not unlike
what happens when you split an
atom. _

It is this energy that Gandhi
sought to harness when he
rubbed the magic lamp and in-
vited Ram and Rahim to par-
take of human politics and In-
dia's war of independence
against the British. It was a so-

sticated. magnificent, imag-
inative struggle, but its objec-
tive was simple and lucid, the
target highly visible. easy to
identify and succulent with po-
litical sin. In the circum-
stances, the energy found an
easy focus. The trouble is that
the circumstances are entirely
changed now, but the genie is
out of its lamp, and won't go
back in. (It could be sent back,
but nobody wants it to go, it's
proved itself too useful.) Yes, it
won us freedom. But it also won
us the carnage of Partition. And
now, in the hands of lesser
statesmen, it has won us the
Hindu Nuclear Bomb.

. To be fair tn Gandhi and to
other leaders of the National
Movement, thHey did not have
the benefit of %indsight. and
could not possibly have known
what the eventual, long-term
consequences of their strategy
would be. They could not have
predicted how quickly the situ-
ation would careen out of con-
trol. They could not have fore-
seen what would happen when
they passed their flaming
torches into the hands of their
successors, or how venal those
hands could be.

It was Indira Gandhi who
started the real slide. It is she

In any case who's the 'you' and who's the 'enemy'?
Both are only governments. Governments change.
They wear masks within masks. They moult and re-
invent themselves all the time. The one we have af the
moment, for instance, does not even have enough
seats to last a full term in office, but demands that we
trust it to do pirouettes and party tricks with nuclear
bombs even as it scrabbles around for a foothold to

maintain a simple mqgjority in Parliament.

elections), we have none. This is

1e heart of the matter. This is
ll{u: road that has led us to the

bomb. This search for selfhood.
If we are looking for a way out,
we need some honest answers to
some uncomfortable questions.
Once again, it isn't as though
these questions haven't been
asked before. It's just that we
prefer to mumble the answers
and hope that no one's heard.

Is there such a thing as an
Indian identity?

Do we really need one?

Who is an authentic Indian
and who isn't? .

[s India Indian?

Does it matter?

Whether or not there has
ever been a single civilization
that could call itself 'Indian
Civilization', whether or not
India was, is, or ever will be-
come a cohesive cultural entity,
depends on whether you dwell
on the differences or the simi-
larities in the cultures of the
people who have inhabited the
subcontinent for centuries. In-
dia, as a modern nation state,
was marked out with precise ge-
ographical boundaries, in their
Bn:::isc geographical way, by a

ritish Act of Parliament in
1899. Our country, as we know
it, was forged on the anvil of the
British Empire for the entirely
unsentimental reasons of
commerce and administration.
But even as she was born, she
began her s e against her
creators. So is India Indian? It's
a tough question. Let's just sa
that we're an ancient people
ieami ing to live in a recent na-

on.

What is true is that India is
an artificial State - a State that
was created by a government,
not a people. A State created
from the top down, not the bot-
tom up. The majority of India's
citizens will not (to this day) be
able to identify her boundaries
on a map, or say which lang\mﬂ:
is spoken where or which god
worshipped in what region.
Most are too poor and too
uneducated to have even an el-
ementary idea of the extent and
complexity of their own coun-

who made the genie a perma-
nent State Guest. She injected
the venom into our political
veins. She invented our particu-
larly vile local brand of polili-
cal expediency. She showed us
how to conjure enemies out of
thin air, to fire at phantoms
that she had carefully fash-
ioned for that very purpose. It
was she who discovered the
benefits of never burying the
dead, but preserving their pu-
trid carcasses and trundling
them out to worry old wounds
when it suited her. Between her-
self and her sons she managed
to bring the country to its
knees. Our new Government has
just kicked us over and ar-
ranged our heads on the chop-
ping block.

e BJP is, in some senses, a
spectre that Indira Gandhi and
LlEc Cnnﬁs& created. Or, if you
want (o be less harsh, a spectre

that fed and reared itself in the
political spaces and communal

suspicion that the Congress
nourished and cultivated. It has
put a new complexion on the
olitics of governance. While
rs Gandhi played hidden
ames with politicians and
their parties, she, reserved a
shrill convent school rhetoric,
replete with tired platitudes, to
address the general public. The
BJP, on the other hand, has
chosen to light its fires directly
on the streets and in the homes
and hearts of people. It is pre-
ared to do by 53: what the
ongress would do only by
night. To legitimize what was
previously considered unac-
ceptable (but done anyway).
There is perhaps a fra?glﬁ;\z:asc
to be made here in favour of
h isy. Could the h sy
of the Congress Party, the fact
that they conduct their
wretched affairs surreptitiously
instead of openly, could that
possibly mean there is a tin
glci,mmcr of guilt somewhere
me small fragment of re-
membered decency?

;I:ictually. no.
0.
What am I doing? Why am I

foraging for scraps of hope?

e way it has worked - in
the case of the demolition of the
Babri Masjid as well as in the
making of the nuclear bomb - is
that the Congress sowed the
seeds, tended the crop, then the
BJP ste in and reaped the
hideous harvest. They waltz to-
gether, locked in each other's
arms, They're inseparable, de-
spite their professed differ-
ences. Between them they have
brought us here, to this dread-
ful, dreadful place.

The jeering, hooting young
men who battered down the
Babri Masjid are the same ones
whose pictures appeared in the
papers in the days that followed
the nuclear tests. They were on
the streets, celebrating India's
nuclear bomb and simultane-
ously 'condemning Western Cul-
ture’ by emptying crates of Coke
and Pepsi into J:rublic drains.
I'm a little baffle their logic:
Coke is Western Culture, but the
nuclear bomb is an old Indian

tradition?
es, Fvc heard - the bomb is

in the Vedas. It might be, but if
you look hard enough, you'll
find Coke in the Vedas too.
That's the great thing about all
religious texts. You can find
anything you want in them - as
long as you know what you're
looking for.

But returning to the subject
of the non-vedic nineteen
nineties: We storm the heart of
whiteness, we embrace the most
diabolical creation of western
science and call it our own. But
we protest against their music,
their food, their clothes, their
cinema and their literature,
That's not hypocrisy. That's
humour.

It's funny enough to make a
skull smile.

We're back on the old ship.
The S.S. Authenticity & Indi-
anness.

If there is going to be a pro-
authenticity /anti-national
drive, perhaps the government
uught to get its history straight
and its facts right. If they're go-
ing to do it, they may as well do
it properly.

First of all, the original in-
habitants of this land were not
Hindu. Ancient though it is,
there were human beings on
earth before there was Hin-
duism. India's tribal people
have a greater claim to being
indigenous to this land than
anybody else. and how are they
treated by the State and its min-
ions? (g' ressed, cheated,
robbed of their lands, shunted
around like surplus doods. Per-
haps a good place to siart would
be to restore to them the dignity
that was once theirs. Perhaps
the Government could make a
public undertaking that more
dams like the Sardar Sarovar
on the Narmada will not be
built, that more people will not
be displaced.

But, of course, that would be
inconceivable, wouldn't it?
Why? Because it's impractical.
Because tribal people don't re-

cally  matter. Their “histories,
| their customs, thelr deities are

dispensable. They must learn to
sacrifice these things for the
reater good of the Nation (that
as snatched from them every-
thing they ever had]).

Okay. so that's out. :
AILING against the past
will not heal us. History
has happened. It's over

and done with. All we can do is

to change its course by
encouraging what we love
instead of destroying what we

don't. There is beauty yet in this
brutal. damaged world of ours.
Hidden. fierce, immense.
Beauty that is uniquely ours
and beauty that we have re-
ceived with grace from others,
enhanced, re-invented and
made our own. We have to seek
it out, nurture it, love it. Mak-
ing bombs will only destroy us.
It doesn't matter whether we use
them or not. They will destroy
us either way.

India's nuclear bomb is the
final act of betrai.ral by a ruling
class that has failed its people.

However many garlands we
heap on our scientists, however
many medals we pin to their
chests, the truth is that it's far
easier to make a bomb than to
educate four hundred million

mqﬂlﬁ'nnt talking about one
man, of course., I'm talkin
about millions and millions o
ople who live in this country.
his is their land too, you
know. They have the right to
make an informed decision
about its fate and, as far as [ can
tell, nobody h~. ‘nformed them
about anything. The tragedy is
that nobody could, even if they
wanted to. Truly, literally,
there's no language to do it in.
This is the real horror of India.
The orbits of the powerful and
the powerless spinning further
and further apart from each

other, never intersecting,
sharing nothing. Not a lan-
guage. Not even a country.

o the hell conducted those
opinion polls? Who the hell is
the Prime Minister to decide
whose finger will be on the nu-
clear button that could turn ev-
erything we love - our earth, our
skies, our mountains, our
plains, our rivers, our cities ana
villages - to ash in an instant?
Who the hell is he to reassure us
that there will be no accidents?
How does he know? Why should
we trust him? What has he ever
done to make us trust him?
What have any of them ever
done to make us trust them?

The nuclear bomb is the
most anti-democratic, anti-na-
tional, anti-human, outright
evil thing that man has ever
made,

If you are religious, then re-
member that this bomb is
Man's challenge to God.

It's word uite simply: We
have the power to destroy every-
thing that You have created.

If you're not (religious), then
look at it this way. is world
of ours is four thousand, six
hundred million years old.

It could end in an afternoon.

This is an abridged version.
of the essay written by

Arundhati Roy for the August
14 issue njy Madras-based

Frontline magazine.



