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  India is for me a difficult country.




  It isn’t my home and cannot be my home;




  and yet I cannot reject it or be indifferent to it;




  I cannot travel only for the sights.




  I am at once too close and too far.




  







  Preface




  IN 1975 MRS Gandhi, the Prime Minister of India, for no good reason suspended the constitution of her country and declared a

  state of emergency. This event put India, so to speak, on the world map. A request came from Knopf, my American publisher, that I should write a book on the subject; there came supporting requests

  from my London publisher and from the New York Review of Books. It was hard to refuse the blandishments. I knew that I was being asked to do something political and critical of India. I had

  never done that and had no wish to do it now, but the request for a new book excited me and I agreed. The money involved was small, but I hoped that it would all turn well in the end.




  The book began well enough. I went to Bombay and met a surveyor. He was about to go to the rocky heartland of Maharashtra state, and thought I should come with him. This had little to do with

  the Emergency. I was more concerned, as I had always been, to extend my knowledge of India; and indeed it might be said that in all my writing of India so far I had been doing the same descriptive

  book. I went from Bombay to Poona by train, and then drove about the countryside with the surveyor. Everything was new to me; words fell into place; and what I wrote I was well pleased with. I

  suppose I was hoping to do the rest of the book in the same way: travel, people, and conversation. But the Emergency was real; all kinds of disagreeable things were happening in the background, and

  people soon became unwilling to talk to me or to be seen with me, and I saw that with my old way of proceeding I would have no book. A new way forced itself on me. It occurred to me, in the

  quickening panic that so often comes during the writing of a book, that I should attempt an intellectual portrait of India. To do this, I used existing material: newspapers, magazines, books, and

  squeezed them for their meaning.




  So, after The Middle Passage and An Area of Darkness, a new method of inquiry came to me. I preferred the old way, with people, landscape and talk, but that was no longer

  available. The reader will note that in the prefaces to the new editions of my books I have been more concerned with the art of writing, and the related art of travel, than with what I have

  actually said, and that was because in different books different ways of moving and writing were forced upon me, and I had to hold myself ready for whatever might befall. There was a further very

  fruitful aspect of this particular piece of travel. I was writing for the New York Review of Books, and what came out was a series of connected pieces. So, without being trained for it or

  having it in my head, I was writing for serial publication. The reader will have to judge how far I was successful. I have to say, and this is true of all my books, that they fed me; I was wiser in

  the end than in the beginning.




  Intellectually there is an idea in this book that makes a shy appearance: it is the idea that India was created by its many conquests, and that many of its attitudes come from the fact of

  conquest, not always acknowledged. Later I was to use this idea very openly, but I am not sure that I don’t prefer the half-expressed, half-formulated adumbration that appears here. There is

  another result of the troubled method of composition: this is the shortest of my Indian books.
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  Foreword




  THE LIGHTS OF Bombay airport showed that it had been raining; and the aeroplane, as it taxied in, an hour or two after midnight, blew the monsoon

  puddles over the concrete. This was in mid-August; and officially (though this monsoon was to be prolonged) the monsoon still had two weeks to go. In the small, damp terminal building there were

  passengers from an earlier flight, by Gulf Air. The Gulf was the Persian Gulf, with the oil states. And among the passengers were Indian businessmen in suits, awaiting especially careful search by

  the customs men; some Japanese; a few Arabs in the desert costumes which now, when seen in airports and foreign cities, are like the white gowns of a new and suddenly universal priesthood of pure

  money; and two turbaned and sunburnt Sikhs, artisans, returning to India after their work in an oil state, with cardboard suitcases and similar new shoes in yellow suede.




  There is a new kind of coming and going in the world these days. Arabia, lucky again, has spread beyond its deserts. And India is again at the periphery of this new Arabian world, as much as it

  had been in the eighth century, when the new religion of Islam spread in all directions and the Arabs – led, it is said, by a seventeen-year-old boy – overran the Indian kingdom of

  Sind. That was only an episode, the historians say. But Sind is not a part of India today; India has shrunk since that Arab incursion. No civilization was so little equipped to cope with the

  outside world; no country was so easily raided and plundered, and learned so little from its disasters. Five hundred years after the Arab conquest of Sind, Moslem rule was established in Delhi as

  the rule of foreigners, people apart; and foreign rule – Moslem for the first five hundred years, British for the last 150 – ended in Delhi only in 1947.




  Indian history telescopes easily; and in India this time, in a northern city, I was to meet a young man, a civil servant, who said his Arab ancestors had come to India eight centuries before,

  during the great Islamic push of the twelfth century. When I asked where he lived, he said, ‘My family has been living in Delhi for five hundred years.’ And what in Europe would have

  sounded like boasting wasn’t boasting in India. The family was a modest one, had always been modest, their surname, Qureshi, indicating the religious functions they had performed throughout

  the centuries. The entry of a member of the family into the Administrative Service was a break with the static past, a step up after eight hundred years. The young man compared his family with

  those of the Moslem masons and stone-cutters, descendants of the builders of the Mughal palaces and mosques, who in Delhi still sat around Shah Jehan’s great mosque, the Jama Masjid,

  craftsmen as needy and as ragged as their ancestors had been, each man displaying the tools of the craft he had inherited, waiting to be hired, ready to build anybody a new Delhi.




  India in the late twentieth century still seems so much itself, so rooted in its own civilization, it takes time to understand that its independence has meant more than the going away of the

  British; that the India to which Independence came was a land of far older defeat; that the purely Indian past died a long time ago. And already, with the Emergency, it is necessary to fight

  against the chilling sense of a new Indian dissolution.




  

    *


  




  India is for me a difficult country. It isn’t my home and cannot be my home; and yet I cannot reject it or be indifferent to it; I cannot travel only for the sights. I am

  at once too close and too far. My ancestors migrated from the Gangetic plain a hundred years ago; and the Indian community they and others established in Trinidad, on the other side of the world,

  the community in which I grew up, was more homogeneous than the Indian community Gandhi met in South Africa in 1893, and more isolated from India.




  India, which I visited for the first time in 1962, turned out to be a very strange land. A hundred years had been enough to wash me clean of many Indian religious attitudes; and without these

  attitudes the distress of India was – and is – almost insupportable. It has taken me much time to come to terms with the strangeness of India, to define what separates me from the

  country; and to understand how far the ‘Indian’ attitudes of someone like myself, a member of a small and remote community in the New World, have diverged from the attitudes of people

  to whom India is still whole.




  An inquiry about India – even an inquiry about the Emergency – has quickly to go beyond the political. It has to be an inquiry about Indian attitudes; it has to be an inquiry about

  the civilization itself, as it is. And though in India I am a stranger, the starting point of this inquiry – more than might appear in these pages – has been myself. Because in myself,

  like the split-second images of infancy which some of us carry, there survive, from the family rituals that lasted into my childhood, phantasmal memories of old India which for me outline a whole

  vanished world.




  I know, for instance, the beauty of sacrifice, so important to the Aryans. Sacrifice turned the cooking of food into a ritual: the first cooked thing – usually a small round of unleavened

  bread, a miniature, especially made – was always for the fire, the god. This was possible only with an open fireplace; to have to give up the custom – if I attempt now to expand on what

  to a child was only a passing sense of wrongness – was to abjure a link with the earth and the antiquity of the earth, the beginning of things. The morning rituals before breakfast, the

  evening ritual before the lighting of the lamps: these went, one by one, links with a religion that was also like a sense of the past, so that awe in the presence of the earth and the universe was

  something that had to be rediscovered later, by other means.




  The customs of my childhood were sometimes mysterious. I didn’t know it at the time, but the smooth pebbles in the shrine in my grandmother’s house, pebbles brought by my grandfather

  all the way from India with his other household goods, were phallic emblems: the pebbles, of stone, standing for the more blatant stone columns. And why was it necessary for a male hand to hold the

  knife with which a pumpkin was cut open? It seemed to me at one time – because of the appearance of a pumpkin halved downward – that there was some sexual element in the rite. The truth

  is more frightening, as I learned only recently, near the end of this book. The pumpkin, in Bengal and adjoining areas, is a vegetable substitute for a living sacrifice: the male hand was therefore

  necessary. In India I know I am a stranger; but increasingly I understand that my Indian memories, the memories of that India which lived on into my childhood in Trinidad, are like trapdoors into a

  bottomless past.




  







  PART ONE




  A Wounded Civilization




  







  1. An Old Equilibrium




  1




  SOMETIMES OLD INDIA, the old, eternal India many Indians like to talk about, does seem just to go on. During the last war some British soldiers, who were

  training in chemical warfare, were stationed in the far south of the country, near a thousand-year-old Hindu temple. The temple had a pet crocodile. The soldiers, understandably, shot the

  crocodile. They also in some way – perhaps by their presence alone – defiled the temple. Soon, however, the soldiers went away and the British left India altogether. Now, more than

  thirty years after that defilement, and in another season of emergency, the temple has been renovated and a new statue of the temple deity is being installed.




  Until they are given life and invested with power, such statues are only objects in an image-maker’s yard, their value depending on size, material, and the carver’s skill. Hindu

  idols or images come from the old world; they embody difficult and sometimes sublime concepts, and they have to be made according to certain rules. There can be no development now in Hindu

  iconography, though the images these days, under the influence of the Indian cinema and cinema posters, are less abstract than their ancient originals, and more humanly pretty and doll-like. They

  stand lifeless in every way in the image-maker’s showroom. Granite and marble – and an occasional commissioned bust of someone like a local inspector of police, with perhaps a real

  spectacle frame over his blank marble eyes – suggest at first the graveyard, and a people in love with death. But this showroom is a kind of limbo, with each image awaiting the life and

  divinity that will come to it with purchase and devotion, each image already minutely flawed so that its divine life, when it comes, shall not be terrible and overwhelming.




  Life, then, has to be given to the new image in the once defiled temple. A special effort has to be made. And the method being used is one of the most archaic in the world. It takes us back to

  the beginning of religion and human wonder. It is the method of the word: in the beginning was the word. A twelve-lettered mantra will be chanted and written fifty million times; and that is

  what – in this time of Emergency, with the constitution suspended, the press censored – five thousand volunteers are doing. When the job is completed, an inscribed gold plate will be

  placed below the new idol to attest to the creation of its divinity and the devotion of the volunteers. A thousand-year-old temple will live again: India, Hindu India, is eternal: conquests and

  defilements are but instants in time.




  About two hundred miles away, still in the south, on a brown plateau of rock and gigantic boulders, are the ruins of the capital city of what was once the great Hindu kingdom of Vijayanagar.

  Vijayanagar – vijaya, victory, nagar, city – was established in the fourteenth century; it was conquered, and totally destroyed, by an alliance of Moslem principalities in

  1565. The city was then one of the greatest in the world, its walls twenty-four miles around – foreign visitors have left accounts of its organization and magnificence – and the work of

  destruction took five months; some people say a year.




  Today all the outer city is a peasant wilderness, with scattered remnants of stone or brick structures. Near the Tungabhadra River are the grander ruins: palaces and stables, a royal bath, a

  temple with clusters of musical stone columns that can still be played, a broken aqueduct, the leaning granite pillars of what must have been a bridge across the river. There is more beyond the

  river: a long and very wide avenue, still partly façaded, with a giant statue of the bull of Shiva at one end and at the other end a miracle: a temple that for some reason was spared

  destruction four hundred years ago, is still whole, and is still used for worship.




  It is for this that the pilgrims come, to make offerings and to perform the rites of old magic. Some of the ruins of Vijayanagar have been declared national monuments by the Archaeological

  Department; but to the pilgrims – and they are more numerous than the tourists – Vijayanagar is not its terrible history or its present encompassing desolation. Such history as is known

  has been reduced to the legend of a mighty ruler, a kingdom founded with gold that showered from the sky, a kingdom so rich that pearls and rubies were sold in the market place like grain.




  To the pilgrims Vijayanagar is its surviving temple. The surrounding destruction is like proof of the virtue of old magic; just as the fantasy of past splendour is accommodated within an

  acceptance of present squalor. That once glorious avenue – not a national monument, still permitted to live – is a slum. Its surface, where unpaved, is a green-black slurry of mud and

  excrement, through which the sandaled pilgrims unheedingly pad to the food stalls and souvenir shops, loud and gay with radios. And there are starved squatters with their starved animals in the

  ruins, the broken stone façades patched up with mud and rocks, the doorways stripped of the sculptures which existed until recently. Life goes on, the past continues. After conquest and

  destruction, the past simply reasserts itself.




  If Vijayanagar is now only its name and, as a kingdom, is so little remembered (there are university students in Bangalore, two hundred miles away, who haven’t even heard of it), it

  isn’t only because it was so completely wiped out, but also because it contributed so little; it was itself a reassertion of the past. The kingdom was founded in 1336 by a local Hindu prince

  who, after defeat by the Moslems, had been taken to Delhi, converted to Islam, and then sent back to the south as a representative of the Moslem power. There in the south, far from Delhi, the

  converted prince had re-established his independence and, unusually, in defiance of Hindu caste rules, had declared himself a Hindu again, a representative on earth of the local Hindu god. In this

  unlikely way the great Hindu kingdom of the south was founded.




  It lasted two hundred years, but during that time it never ceased to be embattled. It was committed from the start to the preservation of a Hinduism that had already been violated, and

  culturally and artistically it preserved and repeated; it hardly innovated. Its bronze sculptures are like those of five hundred years before; its architecture, even at the time, and certainly to

  the surrounding Moslems, must have seemed heavy and archaic. And its ruins today, in that unfriendly landscape of rock and boulders of strange shapes, look older than they are, like the ruins of a

  long-superseded civilization.




  The Hinduism Vijayanagar proclaimed had already reached a dead end, and in some ways had decayed, as popular Hinduism so easily decays, into barbarism. Vijayanagar had its slave markets, its

  temple prostitutes. It encouraged the holy practice of suttee, whereby a widow burned herself on the funeral pyre of her husband, to achieve virtue, to secure the honour of her

  husband’s family, and to cleanse that family of the sins of three generations. And Vijayanagar dealt in human sacrifice. Once, when there was some trouble with the construction of a big

  reservoir, the great king of Vijayanagar, Krishna Deva Raya (1509–1529), ordered the sacrifice of some prisoners.




  In the sixteenth century Vijayanagar, really, was a kingdom awaiting conquest. But it was big and splendid; it needed administrators, artists, craftsmen; and for the two hundred years of its

  life it must have sustained all the talent of the land and concentrated it in that capital. When it was conquered and its capital systematically smashed, more than buildings and temples would have

  been destroyed. Many men would have been killed; all the talent, energy, and intellectual capacity of the kingdom would have been extinguished for generations. The conquerors themselves, by

  creating a desert, would have ensured, almost invited, their own subsequent defeat by others: again and again, for the next two hundred years, the land of that dead kingdom was trampled down.




  And today it still shows, the finality of that destruction of Hindu Vijayanagar in 1565: in the acknowledged ‘backwardness’ of the region, which now seems without a history and which

  it is impossible to associate with past grandeur or even with great wars; in the squalor of the town of Hospet that has grown up not far from the ruins; in the unending nullity of the peasant-serf

  countryside.




  Since Independence much money has been spent on the region. A dam has been built across the Tungabhadra River. There is an extensive irrigation scheme which incorporates the irrigation canals of

  the old kingdom (and these are still called Vijayanagar canals). A Vijayanagar steel plant is being planned; and a university is being built, to train men of the region for jobs in that steel plant

  and the subsidiary industries that are expected to come up. The emphasis is on training men of the region, local men. Because, in this land that was once a land of great builders, there is now a

  human deficiency. The state of which the region forms part is the one state in the Indian Union that encourages migrants from other states. It needs technicians, artisans; it needs men with simple

  skills; it needs even hotel waiters. All it has been left with is a peasantry that cannot comprehend the idea of change: like the squatters in the ruins outside the living Vijayanagar temple,

  slipping in and out of the decayed stone façades like brightly coloured insects, screeching and unimportantly active on this afternoon of rain.




  It was at Vijayanagar this time, in that wide temple avenue, which seemed less awesome than when I had first seen it thirteen years before, no longer speaking as directly as it did then of a

  fabulous past, that I began to wonder about the intellectual depletion that must have come to India with the invasions and conquests of the last thousand years. What happened in Vijayanagar

  happened, in varying degrees, in other parts of the country. In the north, ruin lies on ruin: Moslem ruin on Hindu ruin, Moslem on Moslem. In the history books, in the accounts of wars and

  conquests and plunder, the intellectual depletion passes unnoticed, the lesser intellectual life of a country whose contributions to civilization were made in the remote past. India absorbs and

  outlasts its conquerors, Indians say. But at Vijayanagar, among the pilgrims, I wondered whether intellectually for a thousand years India hadn’t always retreated before its conquerors and

  whether, in its periods of apparent revival, India hadn’t only been making itself archaic again, intellectually smaller, always vulnerable.




  In the British time, a period of bitter subjection which was yet for India a period of intellectual recruitment, Indian nationalism proclaimed the Indian past; and religion was inextricably

  mixed with political awakening. But independent India, with its five-year plans, its industrialization, its practice of democracy, has invested in change. There always was a contradiction between

  the archaism of national pride and the promise of the new; the contradiction has at last cracked the civilization open.




  The turbulence in India this time hasn’t come from foreign invasion or conquest; it has been generated from within. India cannot respond in her old way, by a further retreat into archaism.

  Her borrowed institutions have worked like borrowed institutions; but archaic India can provide no substitutes for press, parliament, and courts. The crisis of India is not only political or

  economic. The larger crisis is of a wounded old civilization that has at last become aware of its inadequacies and is without the intellectual means to move ahead.




  2




  ‘India will go on.’ This was what the Indian novelist R. K. Narayan said to me in London in 1961, before I had ever been to India.




  The novel, which is a form of social inquiry, and as such outside the Indian tradition, had come to India with the British. By the late nineteenth century it had become established in Bengal,

  and had then spread. But it was only towards the end of the British period, in the 1930s, that serious novelists appeared who wrote in English, for first publication in London. Narayan was one of

  the earliest and best of these. He had never been a ‘political’ writer, not even in the explosive 1930s; and he was unlike many of the writers after Independence who seemed to regard

  the novel, and all writing, as an opportunity for autobiography and boasting.




  Narayan’s concern had always been with the life of a small South Indian town, which he peopled book by book. His conviction in 1961, after fourteen years of independence, that India would

  go on, whatever the political uncertainties after Mr Nehru, was like the conviction of his earliest novels, written in the days of the British, that India was going on. In the early novels the

  British conquest is like a fact of life. The British themselves are far away, their presence hinted at only in their institutions: the bank, the mission school. The writer contemplates the lesser

  life that goes on below: small men, small schemes, big talk, limited means: a life so circumscribed that it appears whole and unviolated, its smallness never a subject for wonder, though India

  itself is felt to be vast.




  In his autobiography, My Days, published in 1974, Narayan fills in the background to his novels. This book, though more exotic in content than the novels, is of a piece with them. It is

  not more politically explicit or exploratory. The southern city of Madras – one of the earliest English foundations in India, the site leased by the East India Company in 1640 from the last

  remnant of the Vijayanagar kingdom – was where Narayan spent much of his childhood. Madras was part of a region that had long been pacified, was more Hindu than the north, less Islamized, and

  had had seventy-five years more of peace. It had known no wars, Narayan says, since the days of Clive. When, during the First World War, the roving German battleship Emden appeared in the

  harbour one night, turned on its searchlights, and began shelling the city, people ‘wondered at the phenomenon of thunder and lightning with a sky full of stars’. Some people fled

  inland. This flight, Narayan says, ‘was in keeping with an earlier move, when the sea was rough with cyclone and it was prophesied that the world would end that day’.




  The world of Narayan’s childhood was one that had turned in on itself, had become a world of prophecy and magic, removed from great events and removed, it might seem, from the possibility

  of politics. But politics did come; and it came, as perhaps it could only come, by stealth, and mingled with ritual and religion. At school Narayan joined the Boy Scouts. But the Boy Scouts

  movement in Madras was controlled by Annie Besant, the Theosophist, who had a larger idea of Indian civilization than most Indians had at that time; and, in sly subversion of Lord

  Baden-Powell’s imperial purpose, the Besant Scouts sang, to the tune of ‘God Save the King’: ‘God save our motherland, God save our noble land, God save our Ind.’




  One day in 1919 Narayan fell in with a procession that had started from the ancient temple of Iswara. The procession sang ‘patriotic songs’ and shouted slogans and made its way back

  to the temple, where there was a distribution of sweets. This festive and devout affair was the first nationalist agitation in Madras. And – though Narayan doesn’t say it – it was

  part of the first all-India protest that had been decreed by Gandhi, aged forty-nine, just three years back from South Africa, and until then relatively unknown in India. Narayan was pleased to

  have taken part in the procession. But his uncle, a young man and a modern man (one of the earliest amateur photographers in India), was less than pleased. The uncle, Narayan says, was

  ‘anti-political and did not want me to be misled. He condemned all rulers, governments and administrative machinery as Satanic and saw no logic in seeking a change of rulers.’




  Well, that was where we all began, all of us who are over forty and were colonials, subject people who had learned to live with the idea of subjection. We lived within our lesser world; and we

  could even pretend it was whole because we had forgotten that it had been shattered. Disturbance, instability, development lay elsewhere; we, who had lost our wars and were removed from great

  events, were at peace. In life, as in literature, we received tourists. Subjection flattened, made dissimilar places alike. Narayan’s India, with its colonial apparatus, was oddly like the

  Trinidad of my childhood. His oblique perception of that apparatus, and the rulers, matched my own; and in the Indian life of his novels I found echoes of the life of my own Indian community on the

  other side of the world.




  But Narayan’s novels did not prepare me for the distress of India. As a writer he had succeeded almost too well. His comedies were of the sort that requires a restricted social setting

  with well-defined rules; and he was so direct, his touch so light, that, though he wrote in English of Indian manners, he had succeeded in making those exotic manners quite ordinary. The small town

  he had staked out as his fictional territory was, I knew, a creation of art and therefore to some extent artificial, a simplification of reality. But the reality was cruel and overwhelming. In the

  books his India had seemed accessible; in India it remained hidden. To get down to Narayan’s world, to perceive the order and continuity he saw in the dereliction and smallness of India, to

  enter into his ironic acceptance and relish his comedy, was to ignore too much of what could be seen, to shed too much of myself: my sense of history, and even the simplest ideas of human

  possibility. I did not lose my admiration for Narayan; but I felt that his comedy and irony were not quite what they had appeared to be, were part of a Hindu response to the world, a response I

  could no longer share. And it has since become clear to me – especially on this last visit, during a slow rereading of Narayan’s 1949 novel, Mr Sampath – that, for all

  their delight in human oddity, Narayan’s novels are less the purely social comedies I had once taken them to be than religious books, at times religious fables, and intensely Hindu.




  Srinivas, the hero of Mr Sampath, is a contemplative idler. He has tried many jobs – agriculture, a bank, teaching, the law: the jobs of pre-Independence India: the year is 1938

  – and rejected all. He stays in his room in the family house – the house of the Indian extended family – and worries about the passing of time. Srinivas’s elder brother, a

  lawyer, looks after the house, and that means he looks after Srinivas and Srinivas’s wife and son. The fact that Srinivas has a family is as much a surprise as Srinivas’s age: he is

  thirty-seven.




  One day Srinivas is reading the Upanishads in his room. His elder brother comes in and says, ‘What exactly is it that you wish to do in life?’ Srinivas replies:

  ‘Don’t you see? There are ten principal Upanishads. I should like to complete the series. This is the third.’ But Srinivas takes the hint. He decides to go to the town of

  Malgudi and set up a weekly paper. In Malgudi he lives in a squalid rented room in a crowded lane, bathes at a communal water tap, and finds an office for his paper in a garret




  Srinivas is now in the world, with new responsibilities and new relationships – his landlord, his printer, his wife (‘he himself wondered that he had observed so little of her in

  their years of married life’) – but he sees more and more clearly the perfection of nondoing. ‘While he thundered against municipal or social shortcomings a voice went on asking:

  “Life and the world and all this is passing – why bother about anything? The perfect and the imperfect are all the same. Why really bother?”’




  His speculations seem idle, and are presented as half comic; but they push him deeper into quietism. From his little room one day he hears the cry of a woman selling vegetables in the lane.

  Wondering first about her and her customers, and then about the ‘great human forces’ that meet or clash every day, Srinivas has an intimation of the ‘multitudinousness and

  vastness of the whole picture of life’, and is dazzled. God, he thinks, is to be perceived in that ‘total picture ’; and later, in that total picture, he also perceives a

  wonderful balance. ‘If only one could get a comprehensive view of all humanity, one would get a correct view of the world: things being neither particularly wrong nor right, but just

  balancing themselves.’ There is really no need to interfere, to do anything. And from this Srinivas moves easily, after a tiff with his wife one day, to a fuller comprehension of Gandhian

  nonviolence. ‘Nonviolence in all matters, little or big, personal or national, is deemed to produce an unagitated, undisturbed calm, both in a personality and in society.’




  But this nonviolence or nondoing depends on society going on; it depends on the doing of others. When Srinivas’s printer closes his shop, Srinivas has to close his paper. Srinivas then,

  through the printer (who is the Mr Sampath of Narayan’s title), finds himself involved as a scriptwriter in the making of an Indian religious film. Srinivas is now deeper than ever in the

  world, and he finds it chaotic and corrupt. Pure ideas are mangled; sex and farce, song and dance and South American music are grafted on to a story of Hindu gods. The printer, now a kind of

  producer, falls in love with the leading lady. An artist is in love with her as well. The printer wins, the artist literally goes mad. All is confusion; the film is never made.




  Srinivas finally withdraws. He finds another printer and starts his paper again, and the paper is no longer the comic thing it had first seemed. Srinivas has, in essence, returned to himself and

  to his contemplative life. From this security (and with the help of some rupees sent him by his brother: always the rupees: the rupees are always necessary) Srinivas sees ‘adulthood’ as

  a state of nonsense, without innocence or pure joy, the nonsense given importance only by ‘the values of commerce’.




  There remains the artist, made mad by love and his contact with the world of nonsense. He has to be cured, and there is a local magician who knows what has to be done. He is summoned, and the

  antique rites begin, which will end with the ceremonial beating of the artist. Tribal, Srinivas thinks: they might all be in the twentieth century BC. But the oppression he

  feels doesn’t last. Thinking of the primitive past, he all at once has a vision of the millennia of Indian history, and of all the things that might have happened on the ground where they

  stand.
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