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Khushwant in Karachi

Khushwant Singh went from Delhi to Karachi inlate March to address a seminar on “Peace. Goodwill and
Fellowship”, organised by Rotary International.

SSALAMULAIKUM ! This is
a ritual greeting between
Mussalmans, and I think it
{s a very important greeting between
the people of India and Pakistan. You
will agree that at no time in the 52
years that the two nations have been
independent, have we been closer to
war as today. We have fought three
wars and are preparing for a fourth,
which 1 have not the slightest doubt
will be the final one because there will
be nothing left of either you or us.

On that low note, (let me start by
saying that) I represent no one. Iama
half-writer of some books, but my
roots are in this soll and I have great
ambition to somehow prevent the
spread of hatred between our (wo
countries. I am also a manulfacturer
of jokes; in fact, the main factory of
jokes against my own community,
the Sardarji jokes.

Speaking about the impressions
my countrymen have about Pakistan,
there is  one point that is always
harped upon—our common past and
heritage, that we speak the same lan-
guage, we are the same race, our style

of living is the same, we wear the
same dresses, our mindsets are the
same, we eat the same of kind of food.
You are almost entirely Muslim., we
are predominantly Hindu. But our
Muslim minority of 14 percent, per-
haps in numbers, equals the entire
population of Pakistan itself. We
have a lot In common.

Despite all this, something does
not allow us to become close to each
other. Today we have In common
many negative aspects, which are
more important to talk about than
the heritage we share. Our two coun-
tries are the most corrupt, poorest, the
most violent, and the most ignorant.
Some International organisations
report that both of us share the dis-
tinction of being amongst the top 10
in corruption and violence. civic vio-
lence. I am mighty pleased to see thatl
in corruption you were ahead ol us
by two cases. But somehow | do not
believe this because for every case ol
corruption in Pakistan, I can match
that with eight cases in India.

| read about vour ministers and
other people being put In jail, and
having large estates In England and

large accounts (n Swiss banks. But
that is chicken-feed compared to what
our politicians have done to our
country. We have had one prime
minister, described as Mr, Clean, and
he made a neat 65 crore rupees on one
deal. We had another pritne minister
who had to bribe only four members
of Parliament out of the 540 to rule
the country for five yvears. | can name

al  least two  dozen chiet ministers
who have really done ‘well' for them-
selves,

We have had a lady chiel minister
who blew up exactly 100 crore rupees
at the wedding of her foster son, and
she wore a belt on her sari, studded
with diamonds and jewels, worth
more than a crore. She still is hold-
ing her head high, she's still de-
scribed as the amma of her state, and
iIs a formidable force not only in her
own state but also in the rest of the
country.

We have the case of the Bihar chief
minister who has been charged with
an enormous sum of bribery. But not
only did he win his way back into
power, he also put his illiterate wife

.

© e “L‘...h

in the chair as chief minister. 1 do not
‘think you can match this kind of
thing.

We have in  our Parliament and
state assemblies, many who have been
elected while they were still in jall,
and who have come back to be sworn
in as ministers. All this is a marvel.
We have had one of the ablest and

honest of men, Dr. Manmohan
Singh, losing In the last election,
While a lady called Phoolan Devi,

once convicted of the murder of 22
men at one go, won.

The question to really ask our-
selves amidst this abysmal state of af-
fairs Is, what has happened to us? In
both our countries, we have a leader-
ship pool of high Intelligence (the
worthy minister who spoke before me
gave a very lucid and, if 1 may say,
brilliant defence of the Indefensible),
and yet how has it happened that we
are the poorest and the most illiter-
ate people in this world?

| think the answer is very simple—
we brought it on our own heads. Our
successive governments, instead of
going In for building more roads,
rallways. schools. hospitals and
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whatever the countries needed, have
been buving arms, manufacturing
guns, fighter aircraft and sub-
marines, all that we cannot afford. If
vou spend all the money In weapons
of destruction, how can vou expect to
provide the people sustenance of any

ImmI"K:;msﬁhmir' as real estate

We are being told that the problem
is Kashmir. I agree. But | think it has
become an excuse for both of us. |
have my own solution which would
not be acceptable to either India or
Pakistan, but 1 have put it across with
as much candour as I can, We have
treated Kashmir as real estate, a prop-
ertyv to be divided between India and
Pakistan. Kashmir is not a problem
ol real estate. it Is a problem of peo-
ple, and they are neither Indian nor
Pakistani. They are Kashmirl. And
in our discussions, neither of us have
talked to the Kashmiris about what
they want,

You accuse us of not holding the
plebiscite that we undertook to do be-
fore
not follow the undertaking, what Is

more, we are not going to have a

the UN. You are right, we did
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plebiscite for a simple reason, It 1§ |
If the people of |

really clear that

Kashmir are given the option of

choosing either India or Pakistan, 2 |
for Pakistan, for the |
Muslims are in majority there. If

they will opt

given a third choice without India or

Pakistan, but as a state of their own,| |

have not the slightest doubt that they

will opt for the third.

Now, the complication is that the

Kashmiris are not one people. They
are four different ethnic and linguis-
Is with
you, and they have no choice but to
stay with you. Another lot Is Bud-
dhist, predominantly in Ladakh, and

tic groups of which one lot

they will not come to you. Jammu

again Is slightly doubtful because

apart from the one district of Dodha

it Is Hindu. There is no question of §

them ever wanting to come to Pak-

Istan. The crux of the problem is the
Valley of Kashmir, which is over 90
percent Muslim. And without doubt,
these people’'s decision about
their future depend the future of In-

on

dia-Pakistan relations.

To be continued
Courtesy: Himal
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India and

By Salman Rushdie

ONCE gave a reading to a gather-

ing of university students in

Delhi and when I'd finished a
young woman put up her hand. “Mr.
Rushdie, I read through your novel,
Midnight's Children,” she said. "It is a
very long book, but never mind, I read
it through. And the question I want to
ask you is this: fundamentally, what's
your point?"

Before I could attempt an answer,
she spoke again. "Oh, | know what
youre going to say. Youre going to say
that the whole effort - from cover to
cover - that is the point of the exercise.
Isn't that what you were going to say?”

“Something like that. perhaps...” |
got ouL.

She snorted. "It won't do.”

lease,” | begged, "do I have to
have just one point?”

“Fundamentally,” she said. with
impressive {firmness. “yes.”

SO here. once again. is a very long
book: and though it is not a novel, but
an anthology selected from the best
Indian writing of the half-century
since the country’'s Independence, still
one could easily say of the work con-
tained in the next 600-odd pages that
the whole collective effort, from cover
to cover, is the point of the exercise.
Fifty years of work. by four genera-

tions of writers, is impossible to
summarise, especially when it hails
from that huge crowd of a country
(close to a billion people at the last
count), that vast. metamorphic.-con-
tinent-sized culture that leels. to Indi-
ans and visitors alike, like a non-stop
assault on the senses, the emotions,
the imagination and the spirit. Put
India in the Atlantic Ocean and it
would reach from Europe to America;
put India and China tegether and
you've got almost hall the population
of the world. It's high time Indian lit-
erature got itself noticed, and it's
started happening. New writers seem
to emerge every few weeks. Their work
is as multiform as the place, and read-
ers who care about the vitality of lit-
erature will find at least some of these
voices sayving something they want to
hear. However. my Delhi interrogator
may be pleased to hear that this large
and various survey turns out to be
making, fundamentally, just one
perhaps rather surprising - point.
This is it: the prose writing - both
fiction and non-fiction - created in
this period by Indian writers working
in English, is proving to be a stronger
atul more important bodyv ol work
than most of wlh;'n has been produced
in the 16 “official languages™ of India.

World Literature

the so-called “vernacular languages”,
during the same time: and. indeed,
this new, and still burgeoning, “Indo-
Anglian” literature represents per-
haps the most valuable contribution
India has yet made to the world of
books.

It is a large claim, and while it may
be easy for Western readers to accept it
(after all, few non-English-language
Indian writers, other than the Nobel

" laureate Tagore, have ever made much

of an'impact on"world' literature),’ it
runs counter to much of the received
critical wisdom within India itself. It
is also not a claim which, when we set
out on the enormous and rewarding
task of doing the reading for this
book, we ever expected to make. The
task we set ourselves was simply to
make the best possible selection from
what is presently available in the En-
glish language, including, obviously,
work in translation. To our consider-
able astonishment. only one trans-
lated text - S. H. Manto's masterpiece,
the short story "Toba Tek Singh™ -
macde the final cut.

Two qualifications should be made
at once. First, there has long been a
genuine problem of translation in
India - not only into English but be-
tween the vernacular languages - and

it is possible that good writers have
been excluded by reason of their trans-
lators’ inadequacies rather than their
own. Nowadays, however, such bodies
as the Indian Sahitya Akademi and
UNESCO have been putting their re-
sources into the creation of better
translations. and the problem. while
not eradicated, is certainly much di-
minished. And second: while it was
impossible, for reasons of space, to in-
clude a representative selection of
modern Indian poetry, it was evident
to us that the rich poetic traditions of
India continued to flourish in many of
the sub-continent's languages,
whereas the English-language poets.
with a few distinguished exceptions
(Arun Kolatkar, A. K. Ramanujan,
Jayanta Mahapatra, to name just
three), did not match the quality of
their counterparts in prose.

Those who wish to argue with the
conclusion we have drawn may sus-
pect that we did not read enough. Bul
we have read as widely and deeply as
we could. Others may feel that. as one
ol the editors is English and the other
a practising Enyglish-langnage writer
of Indian origin, we are simply betray-
mg our own cultural and linguistic
prejudices, or delending our turl or -
even worse - gracelessly blowing our

own trumpet, It is of course true that
any anthology worth its salt will re-
flect the judgments and tastes of its
editors. I can only say that our tastes
are pretty catholic and our minds, I
hope, have been open. We have made
our choices, and stand by them.

(As to the inclusion here of work by
one S. Rushdie, the decision was taken
with some unease: but Midnight's
Children is undeniably a part of the
story of these 50 years. and we decided.

in the end. that leaving it out would be,

a weirder decision than putting it in.
After its publication, I learned that
the idea of a long saga-novel about a
child born at the exact moment of In-
dependence - midnight, August 14-15,
1947, had occurred to other writers,
too. A Goan poet showed me the first
chapter of an abandoned novel in
which the “midnight child” was born
not in Bombay, but in Goa. And as |
travelled round India, I heard of at
least two other aborted projects, one
in Bengali. the other in Kannada. with
pretty similar themes. I just had the
good fortune to finish my book first.)
The lack of first-rate writing In
translation can only be a2 matter for
regret. However, to speak more posi-

tively, it is a delight to be able to

showcase the quality of a growing

——

collective oeuvre whose status has

long been argued over, but which has,

in the last 20 years or so, begun to

merit a place alongside the most flour-
iIshing literatures in the world.

For some, English-language Indian
writing will never be more than a
post-colonial anomaly. the bastard

child of Empire, sired on India by the

departin

British: its continuing use
of the ol

colonial tongue is seen as a

_fatal flaw that renders it forever inau-

thentic. “Indg-Anglian”, |Herature
evokes, in these critics. the kind of
prejudiced reaction shown by some
Indians towards the country’s com-
munity of “"Anglo-Indians™ - that is,
Eurasians.

In the half-century since Jawahar-

lal Nehru spoke, in English. the great
“freedom at midnight”™ speech that

marked the moment of Independence,
the role of English itself has often
been disputed in India. Attempts in

India’s continental shelf of languages
to coin medical. scientific, technolog-

ical and everyday neologisms to re-
place the commonly-used English
words sometimes succeeded. but more
olften comically failed.

To be continued
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The Nobel Prize

by Krishna Dutta & Andrew Robinson

Continued from last week

AGORE read the prince's account

in English translation and

mentioned it to Thompson with
dry humour:

But the beauty of it is that I never
met him and the flashes of fire in my
eyes which he considered dangerous
for the British Government were un-
der observation of the detectives of the
Criminal Investigation Department
somewhere behind my back. We are
not allowed firearms and if any little
fire is left playing in our eyes it should
not be brought before the notice of our
authorities,

A remarkably Imperfect encounter
this!

The deliberations of the Swedish
Academy had a far sounder basis than
the romour, but still there were ele-
ments of misunderstanding bordering
on comedy. What precisely had
prompted ‘that mysterious committee
of International judges' to ‘crown’ a
Bengall poet 'with bank notes'? — as
Robert Bridges mused ironically in a
letter to Tagore in June 1914. After all,
they had already considered and
passed over Tolstoy, Ibsen, Zola,
Strindberge, Shaw and Yeats. In 1913
they would ignore Thomas Hardy in
favour of Tagore — to the chagrin of
the Royal Society of Literature in Lon-
don, whose candidate Hardy was. (He
never recefved the prize)

The initial proposal came from
Thomas Sturge Moore, a Fellow of the
Royal Society. It was of course based
on Gitanjali. Later in 1913 the Nobel
conmmitter would have access to the
Just-published Gardener. Sadhana

R ————

The initial proposal came from Thomas Sturge Moore, a Fellow of the Royal Society. It was of course based on
Gitanjali. Later in 1913 the Nobel committee would have access to the just-published Gardener, Sadhana and
to a defective translation of Tagore's short stories not approved by Tagore. That was all. One member of the
Academy, Esaias Tegner, grandson of the poet Tegner, knew some Bengali. Whether he had read any Tagore
in the original was not clear. (He seems not to have taken Rabindranath very seriously, for he told a Swedish
academic, later a member of the Nobel committee, that with Bengali grammar and two or three weeks'
study he would be able to read Tagore in the original.)

and to a defective translation ol
Tagore's short stories not approved by
Tagore. That was all. One member of
the Academy. Esalas Tegner, grandson
ol the poet Tegner, knew some Bengall.
Whether he had read any Tagore in the
original was not clear. (He seems not
to have taken Rabindranath very se-
riously, for he told a Swedish aca-
demic. later a member of the Nobel
committee, that with Bengall gram-
mar and two or three weeks' study he
would be able to read Tagore in the
original.)

The chairman of the committee
was doubtful as to how much of Gitan-
Jjali was Tagore's personal creation, as
opposcd to being an imitation of clas-
sical Indian poetry. What could not be
doubted was Gitanjali's ideallsm —
which was crucial since Alfred Nobel's
will stipulated that prize-winners
must have an ‘'idealistic tendency.’
This condition dominated the think-
ing of the selection committee in the
carly perifod of the Nobel prize and was
responsible for the rejection of some
ol the great names mentioned above.
In those days the condition was taken

to mean that work must be morally
good and supportive of social institu-
tions. Later on a letter from a close
friend of Nobel was discovered assert-
ing that Nobel 'was an Anarchist: by
idealistic he meant that which adopts
a polemical or critical attitude to Re-
ligion, Royalty, Marriage, Social Or-
der generally.” Partly for this reason,
the first interpretation of 'idealistic
tendency' was abandoned.

Obviously the Nobel committee of
1913 had not the foggiest notion that
in far-off Bengal Tagore was a polemi-
cal eritic of religious, social and polit-
ical orthodoxy, and by no means
friendly to Government. If they had
read his Bengall essays, they would
not have given him the Nobel prize.
(Today, by contrast, his prose writings
would more likely have secured him
the prize than his translated poetry).
As it was, several members of the
committee fell for Gitanjall. The de-
cisive contribution came from Verner
von Heidenstam, a Swedish poet now
almost forgotten who won the Nobel
prize in 1916, He wrote:

Just as a selection of Goethe's po-
ems could well convinece us of Goethe's

greainess, even if we were unfamiliar
with his other writings, so we can say
quite definitely of these pocms by
Tagore, which we have had in our
hands this summer, that through
them we have come to know one of the
very greatest poets of our age. 1 read
them with strong emotion, and I can
say that in the course of decades I have
not met their like in poctic literature,

The hours they gave me were specilal,
as If I had been allowed to drink from
a fresh and clear spring. The loving
and Intense religious sense that per-
meates all his thoughts and feelings,
the purity of heart, and the noble and
unaffected eleyation of the style — all
amount to a total impression of deep
and rare spiritual beauty. There Is
nothing disputable and disturbing,
nothing vain, worldly, or petty, and If
it can ever be said of a poet that he
possesses the qualities that make him
deserving of a Nobel prize, then it
must be Tagore. No one else now alive
can in that r spect, so far as 1 know,
compete with him.

Heldenstam concluded less loftily
by pointing out two other reasons lor

.|
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giving Tagore the prize. First, Nobel's
will wanted the prize to go to a book
published in the previous year. Sec-
ondly, the committee now had the op-
portunity of discovering a great name,
he said, 'before it has already spent
vears haunting the newspaper
columns.' In the words of Per Hall-
strom, a Tagore convert on the com-
mittec, writing to Tegner on 1 Novem-
ber: "What Nobel in his innocence be-
lieved that we could do each year —
present a new genius to the world — is
something we are now free to do, for
once.'

Inevitably opinion in the world
outside the Swedish Academy was di-
vided. Outside England, the only west-
ern country where Tagore and his
works were known, there was praise
and dispraise, and considerable con-
fusion. Race, politics and religion en-
tered in immediately. Misspelling the
name as ‘Babindranath,' the New York
Times commented on 14 November: 'It
is the flirst time that this prize has
been given to anybody but a white per-
son.' (Non American had yet won it,)
Next day, seeking Lo repair its liberal .
Image, the paper shot itself in the foot:

'‘Babindranath Tagore. if not exactly
one of us, is, an Arvan, a distant rela-
tion of all white folk.” In Vienna, a
well-known liberal newspaper asked:
"Has the award of the prize been due to
the exotic Buddhistic fashion or the
England's policy in India been, per-
haps, in favour of the crowning of the
Bengali poet? This will remain the se-
cret of the judges in Stockholm.” In
Paris, a journalist approached Syl-
vain Levi, since he was a Jew, asking
for an interview about ‘le Rabbin
Tegoro.' (Possibly the first example of
a persistent misapprehension about
Tagore, who would become sometimes
an Aryan and at other times a Jew),

In England the press coverage was
copious and laudatory, but perhaps
less enthusiastic than might have
been expected on the basis of the rave
reviews of Gitanjali. In the literary
world a reaction had already started.
fuelled by disappointment that
Thomas Hardy had been passed over:
Punch printed some (quite good) paro-

dies of Gitanjall; the New Statesman ’

remarked waspishly, 'the unjustified
boom we have always with us.'

' am often angered when references
to you catch my eye in the papers now
for there Is an itch about them to treat
you unjustly as before they were ful-
some In praise.' Sturge Moore told
Tagore in January 1914. Recalling his
first months in England, Tagore
replied from the heart: 'l would have
gladly sacrificed my Nobel prize if |
could be left to the enjoyment of [that]
strong friendliness and true-hearted
admiration." But the Indian summer
of western liberalism was almost
over.
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