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Words, our wealth. 
Words, our tools.
Words, life of our life.
Words, the wealth we offer the world.
Tuka says: The Word is God.
The Word be praised.


(Abhang by Tukaram, translated from the Marathi by Jerry Pinto)


After he dies,


he thinks


nothing.


After he dies,


he speaks
 

Nothing.


When he does not


Think or speak,


He dies.


(“Murder” by Uday Prakash, translated from the Hindi by Akhil Katyal)




A Note from the Editors


In October 2015, we published the first issue of an online journal of culture on behalf of the Indian Writers’ Forum. We named it what we wanted it to be—conversation, dialogue, discourse. Guftugu. We wanted the journal to feature counter-cultural expressions in poetry, prose and images; to reveal and critique various forms of aggression against a diverse culture; and to articulate creative resistance against the degeneration of democratic values and institutions. And we wanted to achieve all this by freely doing what we do best: writing, painting, imagining, speculating, discussing and debating.
 

The first issue of Guftugu began with that tried-and-tested formula for writers and artists in times of siege: 
 

In the dark times


Will there also be singing?


Yes, there will also be singing.


About the dark times.


We took Bertolt Brecht’s words to heart. Having decided that this Brechtian paradox was apt for the literatures and arts of the present day, the contributors to Guftugu sang about the bad times. In the first issue, we wrote in our editorial:




If singing and dancing, poetry and prose, film and painting have all been possible even in the most brutal times history has witnessed, we can believe our situation today too cannot subdue what we can do with artistic practice of all sorts, as well as 


education. Every day we see new evidence of authoritarianism in India—the sort of tyranny that impinges on our cultural work, and on those who wish to partake of what we imagine for them. Even the day-to-day cultural practices by the wide range of people who make up India are vulnerable to the aggression of the ‘cultural police’ in different guises. These policemen want to tell us all what to eat, wear, read, speak, pray, think. They want to tell us how to live.
 

The writer is more important in times of siege, said the South African writer André Brink. He knew what he was talking about; he was writing about apartheid South Africa. We know how cultural spaces are shrinking in India. And we believe that writers—and any practitioner and partaker of culture—are more important in the times we are living through. Writers, artists and educators may not be soldiers; but they too have weapons, weapons that are often more effective…





We believed this. We still believe in the transformative power of the word, the image, the conversation and the classroom.


Over the next eight years, from October 2015 to September 2022, we produced twenty-three issues of Guftugu. The content was always rich and varied in form and approach and language. The contributors hailed from different parts of the country; they were of different age groups and communities. Guftugu brought together well-known visual and performing artists and writers and translators and academics with those just setting out on their life’s journey of work. Experimental work pushed the boundaries of what is considered art or poetry, or the nature of the ‘classical’ or the ‘traditional’. Essays sought to bring issues out of the academic realm to speak to a larger readership. 


Guftugu also took up the challenge of living up to the rich possibilities of our multilingual cultural practice. We told ourselves and each other: 


Languages are not just clusters of letters and words, but cultures. Unless we recognise them as cultures and strive to understand them, we do not do justice to our legacy: what Aijaz Ahmad described as “multilingualism and polyglot fluidity” when defining the central feature of Indian literatures.


And so we published poetry and short fiction from a range of languages—Malayalam, Tamil and Marathi to Punjabi, Hindi, Gujarati and Urdu—along with the original texts. 


In the issue dated January 2016, we wrote of the two spaces in which the cultural fraternity speaks, and in two different ways. Our work speaks through its critique of our society, a critique embedded in the nuances, layers and texture of our work. But we also speak in the public space, to and along with fellow citizens. We wrote:




The spate of protests by Indian writers in 2015—against the murder of dissenting writers and thinkers, and the suppression of freedom of expression—once again proved that our land is not yet barren. The writers were “squeezed like olives”, to recall Joyce’s metaphor, so that they could yield their best. What the writers said, some when resigning from posts in the Sahitya Akademi, some when returning their awards, others in letters and essays, began a chain of protest. Sociologists, artists, filmmakers, academics, scientists—a range of public intellectuals—spoke up in large numbers across the country… 


Together, their voices told us about a variety of ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ efforts to silence dissent and erode constitutional rights. But they also told us that the core of our democracy is still intact.


Mahmoud Darwish’s timeless poem, “On Wishes” speaks for India in the twenty-first century, as much as it does for Palestine:


My friend, our land is not barren, 
Each land has its time for being born, 
Each dawn, a date with a rebel.





From 2015 to 2022, Guftugu provided a forum for cultural matters—through fiction, poetry, art, music, essay, conversation. We asked ourselves a hard question as we put together one issue after another: ‘How do we learn to hear, understand, and amplify, in solidarity, in word, image and gesture, the voices of all the people, young and old, in every nook and corner of the country, who are subject to discrimination, fear, hatred, poverty?’ In May 2022, in the twenty-third and final issue of Guftugu, we wrote:




The dream of remaking India remains alive in our hearts. So does the hope that fuels the dream, and promises us that it can be done. It gives us the courage, whether in the pages of Guftugu or elsewhere, to speak up in any way we can. 





This collection of short fiction and poetry, The View from Here, is a sample of the voices Guftugu brought together. Their words speak of suffering and cruelty, but also of courage. The courage to speak up, resist, and so, hope. 


Githa Hariharan


K. Satchidanandan




Part 1


Unframed: Short Fiction




Githa Hariharan


Introduction: At the Pace of a Thousand Storms


Stories in Malayalam, Tamil, Kannada, Hindi, Gujarati, Marathi, languages in every direction.


Stories in English. Many Englishes, depending on the author, the translator, the character, and where the story is located—the class for instance, or the caste, the community, gender or region. The many rivers of language in India never run dry. They flow toward meeting points, seeking new lands, ignoring manmade borders. On the way, they wonder (or scoff) at the streams and brooks and pools they pass, variations of themselves. How many faces these languages have! How many stories and histories, past and present, tearful and cheerful, each language, each writer, can weave about the same places, people and lives!


In short: the short story is a flourishing genre in all the Indian languages; rich ground for mining the diverse voices—and narratives—of a mosaic. 


This is what the stories in this collection tell us. Some are, clearly, the work of ‘literary’ voices; others seem to speak directly, without props and costumes, of people’s lives, their frequent sorrows and their rare moments of joy. They speak of themselves; of the community they belong to. Some speak in solidarity, of experiences they have not had, but which have to be told and retold because these stories are interwoven—no, embedded—in the collective Indian life. 


But all—authors, translators, stories, subjects, location, language—all look, really look, at the reality of their own India. It is as if the varied stories take us to a wall full of windows. Some of these windows are wide open. They say, ‘Here, look at the view, look at the wounds of these people who have been oppressed for centuries; or look at the impunity of these people who have been cracking whips and living off the fat of this land forever…’


Other windows are shut as if they are speechless. But the glass panes let you look through, even those panes that are streaked with grime. You see, through this silent glass, that there is nothing black or white in the views before you. Despite the hard and soft lines of division—old and recent scars—crisscrossing what we see, all the views are connected and intermingled and interdependent. Layered and nuanced. Together, the multiple windows and their myriad views offer more and more ways of looking at the world we live in, how it came to be what it is, what it may become by and by. (And can we hear those gentle but insistent questions drumming in the background? Can we change something, can we assuage the suffering of so many people somehow, can we let their reality grow closer to their dreams? Can we make the scene go beyond the view, the story beyond words, beyond literature? Can the writer and reader pick up that story as if it is a compassionate weapon and do something?)


But first, we have to read—hear—the numerous eloquent messages, sometimes sharp and biting, sometimes tragicomic, playing out for us onstage in different parts of the country.


There is that evil old monster that refuses to go away on its own; caste dares us to annihilate it. Meanwhile, its age-old horrors and its updated, newfangled cruelties thrust themselves afresh on our consciousness. Poverty, always. Hunger, heat, cold, homelessness, turning people to desperation, to the point where they have to struggle to hold on to their humanness. If others don’t think you are human, that you have rights, how do you remain human? Baburao Bagul’s vivid account in “The People on the Ground” asks this searing question. 


Bama’s story, “The Verdict”, probes deep into the psyche of a people trapped in caste prejudice; so much a part of everyday life, as if it is something ordinary, a given, so self-evident that even a thirsty child looking for a sip of water, or the school headmaster ‘educating’ this child, cannot escape it. In Aparna Karthikeyan’s “Sridhar’s Father”, another child, this one in an upper-caste home, is deprived of his father till it is too late. This is the story of the usual collateral damage of a marriage between people of different castes. 


But there is the other side of the picture always; the counter-narrative that gives us the hope to stand upright and move on. The struggle to gain self-esteem, to live out ‘dignity politics’ through some unexpected, or even everyday gesture, is a powerful assertion in several stories. In that moment, the person—child or adult, man or woman—grows tall, takes charge of her life, becomes a full-fledged agent for change.


The Irula girl in Zai Whitaker’s “Roots” chooses school though she is teased and ridiculed there; she has learnt the hardest lesson of all without having heard of Ambedkar or his ‘Educate, organise, agitate.’ This little girl learns, from a real-life encounter, that she can and will speak up when Irulas like her are cheated. And to do that, she needs to educate herself. In Dalpat Chauhan’s “The Visiting Card”, a young woman insists on her right to redressal against discrimination—by chasing, against all odds, education and a professional life. Her PhD becomes a brave statement: not just to others who want to put her in her ‘place’, but to herself. She can be a person, a citizen, no less than anyone else. 


There is the more complex moment of assertion—of a choice that is deeply political—in Sharankumar Limbale’s “Sunflower”. A Mang boy, battered by a caste-hounded life, is on his way to Banaras with his mother’s bones. But the story takes him to Bhimnagar as his holy destination. With a rupee he has got by selling the bones, 




He turned around and looked back. He could see Bhimnagar at the distance of a shout. He set out in that direction, the direction of Bhimnagar. Like a sunflower at the pace of a thousand storms.





This new journey will be for himself, for his dead mother and all their kindred souls. 


Another set of stories, each very different from the others in theme and approach, conjure the horrific ways in which prejudice, hatred and fanaticism can play out in scenarios of violence. Madhavikutty’s story, “The Holy Cow”, races to a stunning, basic question: What does a poor hungry child have to do with religion and ritual and the holy cow? Asghar Wajahat’s story, “I Am a Hindu”, has a man who is, like Manto’s Toba Tek Singh, stranded in a mental no-man’s land. All he knows is that he will not be beaten if he says he is Hindu. That is his ‘passport’ as a Muslim. But of course his word is not good enough. 


Vaasanthi’s story, “Idaiveli—Gap”, gives us an idea of what happens when you cannot ‘pass’; when you cannot escape being diminished to your religious identity. What if that terrible indelible label—terrorist—is stuck on your chest simply because of your name—by men with guns and lathis and authority? You may languish in prison for years; and when, at long last, you are found innocent and set free, can you ever be free again? 


Then there is the ‘cultural war’ waged around food—meat; beef to be exact. Livelihood, habit, affordable nourishment, preference: all are bulldozed by the ‘terror’ of beef and those who butcher it or transport it or sell it or buy it or cook it or eat it. The intolerance against beef, gradually generalised to all meat, changes lives in cruel, ironic, strange and even laughable ways. Asma Anjum Khan’s “Of Beef, Biryani and Ghafoor” and Keki Daruwalla’s “A Half Act Play” offer raw, earthy and ironic stories about what the ‘food wars’ can do to people, and what people may do to survive this war.


Class is not protection enough from what has become the ‘normalised’ means of diminishing a person to a religion. The skilfully crafted story by N.S. Madhavan, “Blue Pencil”, is set in 1992 in a newsroom, on the day Babri Masjid was demolished. It is an indictment of the ‘educated’ and privileged, but it is not shrill. In this compassionate story, it is possible for the unexpected—what should happen—to happen: for a citizen to see and hear what the ‘other’ is saying and feeling. 


The stories of women unfold in this collection, first through myth and tale and epic retold for the times. Shashi Deshpande’s “Madhavi” takes us back to that motherlode of story we have inherited. Deshpande reconstructs, in relentless detail, the astonishing misogyny which has somehow passed off, for too long, as the ‘normal’ story of men and women. So much does this conservatism flow in the collective bloodstream as ‘traditional’ and as ‘our culture’, that in Ambai’s story, “Ravana’s Fortress”, a Tamil woman visiting Paris to speak to the Indian community there finds herself in trouble. It’s as if many members of the audience have a comfortable time machine to go live in the past—often an imaginary place without too many questions or challenges, with everything and everyone confined to their ordained places.


But wait, we are about to be told, in nitpicking detail, of what girls and women, this community or that, can eat, drink, wear, think, feel, say. There is an endless list of rules and regulations, about life at home and outside, about bodies, about desire; and always, about duties—duties as daughters, sisters, wives, mothers, new widows, old widows. Bolwar Mahamad Kunhi’s “Iddath—The Period of Mourning” takes us down this path till we leave the young widow with little more than a fevered body, the prospect of loneliness and prayer. Latha Viswanathan’s “Brittle” is a different but equally detailed, intricately embroidered story of a life emptied out of everything but duty. Indira Chandrasekhar’s “No Word in Our Language” peels off the superficial, insensitive and even manipulative layers of the ‘modernity’ of the ‘new world’. And women’s desire, particularly same-sex desire, remains vulnerable to the deep-rooted continuity of prejudice, mockery and shame. 


But there is light at the end of this narrow tunnel—the old woman in “Brittle” lives and dies hemmed in; but the girl who sees that old life up close is determined to fight for a different life for herself. Without knowing it, the old woman has opened a door for the girl. And in a trick mirror held up to this story in another home and community, Salma’s “The Orbit of Confusion” has more revelations in store—about the possibility of the victim turning oppressor like a cliché mother-in-law; but also, unexpectedly, a nugget of subversion lying quietly, secretly, under what seems a dutiful, oppressed, wifely life. 


Yes, people’s stories twist and turn according to which class and caste and community and gender they are born in. But there are also places which seem to hang over people like mysteries hard to solve; like riddles and premonitions; like fate; and, sometimes, like curses. These seem, too often, to be very beautiful places—like Kashmir or somewhere on the edge of the Himalayas. Janice Pariat’s “A Long Way Up” evokes a sense of mystery—in the kind of place where a friend can disappear, or where you can meet, as you journey up the mountain, ghosts, witches and shamans. Learning about the world, or about life in it, can be as tricky as mountain-climbing. Gita Jeyaraj’s “Kashmir Album” has an equally beautiful place as setting, but this one has more barefaced reality than one can bear. Three young people share stories and memories and images of people and events and objects—pain and loss they have to live with. The unasked question echoes through the story: what will their future be like?


The possibility of a fearful future also resides in the open ending of a completely different type of story, M. Mukundan’s “Photo”. The innocent affection between two children, a boy and a girl, is juxtaposed with a predatory sample of the adult world, a man who seeks to strip them of their most precious possession, their innocence. 


If Mukundan’s story is more about ‘taking’, there are other stories where there is both taking and giving. Strangers come together in friendship, almost like surrogate families in Jayant Kaikini’s quiet and moving story “Unframed”. In Uday Prakash’s “Judge Sa’b”, casual acquaintances learn about each other while learning a little more about themselves. Uday Prakash’s story also plays with the self-reflective. How open can you be about language? How free can you be with your words? Can swearing find a place in an open, honest, free narrative? Prashant Bagad’s “A Linguistic and Literary Analysis” seems to pick up this thread in a more unconventional way, conversing with the process of crafting not just his own story, but all the other stories in the neighbourhood. 


And finally, like a magisterial view of this collection of stories—and all stories, all views of human lives and the world we have made for ourselves: there is “The Revolt of Monkeys” from the master storyteller, Saadat Hasan Manto. Which camp’s argument—and propaganda—should we find convincing? That of humans or apes? Is apishness the way for humans to improve themselves? Here’s an argument from the apes that is hard to refute:




As we see it, you’re plunging ever deeper into the depths of degradation. Evolution is something we don’t deny, but just tell us, where do you stand today after climbing so many steps of the evolutionary ladder, after centuries of setting up one society after another? Your entire history is filled with warfare and carnage, murder and bloodshed, with rape and the defilement of women’s honour, with oppressing others and being subjugated by them.


‘On the other hand, look at our—your ancestors’—history. Can you cite one such dark episode in our history? Yes, we frisk about from one branch to another, but have we ever fought over them as our property?





The erudite Kannada scholar and critic D.R. Nagaraj wrote, ‘To read fiction is to know the fate of a society through its metaphors. But quite often literature consciously takes upon itself the responsibility of exploring the state and fate of this society…’


This is precisely what the stories in this collection do: they may speak of past and present, but really it is the future—that we fear and dream of and hope for—that we want to speak and hear about. And these stories we share, most of them through the gift of translation, live in the metaphors writers and translators hold in their hands like blessings—or timely curses. The stories may speak of caste or community or this person or that town or event. Yes, they are rooted in the many Indias around us. But their home, their primary citizenship, is in the land of story—and in the imaging, imagining and re-imagining of our real lives. 


Note:


The quote from D.R. Nagaraj is from his Introduction to the Kannada stories in A Southern Harvest, ed. Githa Hariharan, Katha, 1993.






1. Madhavikutty (Kamala Das)


The Holy Cow


Translated from the Malayalam by K. Satchidanandan


One day a little boy picked up a banana peel from a garbage bin on the road. While he was eating it, a cow snatched it from his hands. The boy felt sad; he pushed the beast away. The cow ran along the street, mooing aloud. Some mendicants suddenly turned up from nowhere.


‘Did you hurt the holy cow?’ they asked the boy.


‘I didn’t. I only chased it away because it snatched the banana peel I was eating.’


‘What is your religion?’ asked the mendicants.


‘Religion? What’s that?’ asked the boy.


‘Are you Hindu or Muslim? Or Christian? Do you go to the temple or to the mosque?’


‘I don’t go to any of them,’ the boy replied.


‘So you don’t believe in prayer?’


‘I don’t go anywhere. I have no shirt. My trousers are torn at the back.’


The mendicants whispered among themselves, then turned to the boy.


‘You must be Muslim. You hurt the cow.’ ‘Is that cow yours?’ asked the boy.


The mendicants wrung the boy’s neck and threw him into the garbage bin.


Then they chanted together, ‘Om Namah Shivaya. Let thy holy name be praised.’


Guftugu Issue 2, January 2016, (https://guftugu.indianculturalforum.in/2016/01/21/madhavikutty-kamala-das/)


Note:


Om Namah Shivaya: I bow to Shiva, or Salutations to Shiva. The mantra or prayer/ chant, is also known as Shiva Panchakshara, meaning ‘five-syllable’, referring to the five syllables Na, Ma, Shi, Va and Ya, when excluding the Om. 




2. Saadat Hasan Manto


The Revolt of Monkeys


Translated from the Urdu by Muhammad Umar Memon


The alarming news that ‘monkey-ism’ was on the rise was trickling in from all parts of the country. The government turned a blind eye to it at first, but when it noticed that the matter was threatening to become serious, it immediately propelled the state’s machinery into action.


It is appropriate that the reader should be told right in the beginning what ‘monkey-ism’ or ‘apishness’ stands for. Of course, we can’t go into much detail here because it’s a fairly long story, but briefly, the apish movement was set in motion by none other than the monkeys themselves and was squarely directed against humans.


Their gripe was: ‘Now, when it’s an incontrovertible fact that humans are our descendants, why do they treat us with such apathy, and not just with apathy, but in a way entirely contrary to the manner of apes? They tie ropes around our necks and make us dance to the tune of their kettledrums—their dugdugies—in every lane and by-lane while they stick their hands out to beg for money… as though we were humans…’ Furthermore: ‘While it is indisputable that we’re their ancestors and that our blood flows in their veins, it is pretty dubious to say that they have climbed the evolutionary ladder to become humans. If there is such a thing as evolutionary stages, then why didn’t we, billions of monkeys (you may call us a minority if you like, but if a census were ever taken, we would outnumber humans by far), go through them?’


The monkeys maintained: ‘Why should these evolutionary stages remain the exclusive prerogative of only certain monkeys? Evolution! Hah, it’s pure hogwash. Hell, they haven’t evolved at all; if anything, they’ve regressed, for they failed to hold on to the status that was bestowed upon them. They tumbled so far down from apishness that they became humans.’


‘Their evolution is, in fact, a sign of their downfall. We want these fallen monkeys to revert to their original apishness all over again. And we have started this movement to do just that: bring them back to the fold. We bear them no ill will or enmity; in fact, we consider them our siblings. The purpose of our movement is to compel these monkeys who strut around as humans nowadays, and who’ve grabbed power and influence because of our laxity, to embrace their true primary nature and return to our social habitat.’


Speeches were given publicly, out in the open, and in the privacy of homes, and sometimes even in clandestine meetings. In essence, they underscored the point that vigorous protests should be made against the tyranny and violence the monkeys had unleashed in the guise of humans and that demonstrations should be staged in every part of the city, raising cries of Down with humanity! Long live apishness!


At first, humans thought this was some kind of farcical spectacle and had a hilarious time of it. Gradually, though, the monkeys’ speeches, their irrefutable arguments and their point of view began to find a place in the hearts of some humans. As a result, those in power discovered from the reports of the secret police that several humans had become the monkeys’ disciples, and, as trustworthy sources verified, many of them had renounced their humanity and returned to being apes. They had sprouted long tails and begun walking on all fours.


High officials in the government dismissed this as pure nonsense. That a monkey can become human is an established fact, but how can a human become a monkey? Such reverse progression had never been seen or heard. So, after consulting their superiors, they countered the monkeys’ claims by unleashing an equally relentless propaganda campaign of their own: A human can never morph into a monkey.


But among the monkeys too, there was no dearth of able and resourceful personalities. To squash the government propaganda, their savants came up with the ingenious argument that if a man can be transformed into a woman and a woman into a man, why not a man into a monkey, which is his true form.


Still, humans’ arguments didn’t entirely fail to have an effect on the monkeys. Those humans who hadn’t yet completely transformed found themselves hesitating about whether to complete the process of transformation or revert to being humans. But the monkeys’ powerful rejoinder sustained them in their wavering mental and physical state.


The monkeys’ propaganda secretary promptly mounted an especially aggressive campaign. The one incontrovertible truth was: ‘Humans have come forth from us, and only because of some regrettable deviationist streak. Can they deny that they are a distorted form of us?’


In truth, humans had no response to this crushing argument. But they kept babbling: ‘Well, no, we don’t deny that we were once monkeys. But we had to toil hard and go through difficult stages to achieve our status as humans. It was our granite willpower, our protracted effort, our spiritual awakening, our thought and action, our evolutionary struggle, that has brought us to this sublime and lofty state… a race that we won and others lost. The losers are still wallowing in their simian state. When these lower primates see us in our lofty state, they fume with jealousy. So let them stew. We’ll march ahead, holding the resplendent lantern of evolution, until one day, who knows, we might even become gods.’


Quick came the answer from the apes’ camp: ‘Brethren, what lofty state have you reached? As we see it, you’re plunging ever deeper into the depths of degradation. Evolution is something we don’t deny, but just tell us, where do you stand today after climbing so many steps of the evolutionary ladder, after centuries of setting up one society after another? Your entire history is filled with warfare and carnage, murder and bloodshed, with rape and the defilement of women’s honour, with oppressing others and being subjugated by them.


‘On the other hand, look at our—your ancestors’—history. Can you cite one such dark episode in our history? Yes, we frisk about from one branch to another, but have we ever fought over them as our property? You, you humans, have been writing story after story about us in your books—including the well-known story of how we grabbed on to one another’s tails to build a bridge over the river. You too build bridges, so massive that your human brains are knocked out in astonishment. But then you blow them up. Whereas who can blow up the bridge we devised? Not a single monkey’s tail has behaved treacherously to this day, nor has a single monkey’s wife gotten into bed with another monkey. Our wives pick lice from our bodies and comb our hair daily, but they don’t forfeit their rights doing so; they continue to be the same as ours. You’re not unaware of the way your wives idle away their time, nor are your wives unaware of how you mess around. What you imply by calling us monkeys applies more appropriately to your own selves. Conversely, ‘human’ is an apt term for us considering the meaning you give it in describing yourselves. The plain fact is that you belong to our race. And when the same blood runs in our veins, it is no wonder if at times some resemblance should crop up and, equally, no wonder that it should result in the kind of row that has erupted between us now. We invite you to return to our fold. Come back to us, and raise the cry “Down with humanity! Long live apishness!” You’ll be the better for it.’


The retort from the human side came loud and clear: ‘These monkeys are shouting nonsense. They’re green with envy that we’ve reached such glorious heights. A single story written about them under God knows what perverse influence, and that too for our children, cannot be taken as the definitive word about them. Otherwise, who isn’t aware of the kind of justice this monkey doled out to two cats regarding their quarrel over a piece of cheese? He weighed the piece on his scale and, little by little, gobbled it up himself.’


The monkeys rejoined: ‘Scales and weights are human inventions; we don’t use them at all; we don’t even know how to use them. Now, if you want the truth, it was no monkey who swindled the cats out of their cheese, it was a human. Is it any wonder that he would dupe the poor cats? We can show thousands of such cats to whom these humans, once our brothers, are feeding lentils and cauliflower instead of their natural diet of sinews and membranes and thus, having already distorted their own nature, are hell-bent on destroying that of others. Instead of ridiculing our sense of fairness, cast one more glance at the institutions of justice you’ve created. Don’t your courts ride roughshod over any notion of justice every day by sending hundreds, indeed, thousands of people who have committed no crime to the gallows? We say again, they are our brothers who have somehow gone astray. Our arms are forever open to take them back, our prayers forever for them. We don’t wish to take any revenge.’


Gradually, this amicable bearing changed. Instead, a defiant cry rose from the monkeys’ camp: ‘We want to take revenge… for this evolution… for this so-called progress that these monkeys have foisted on themselves and turned into humans.’


The humans took severe measures of their own. Thousands of apes were taken into custody; hundreds dragged to the courts and subsequently hanged. But the movement in support of apishness continued unabated, until, finally, the human government declared it illegal. As a result, while some apes were arrested, the rest just disappeared into the trees, frustrating every attempt to apprehend them. Who had the mind or the foolhardiness to chase after them in their jungle hideouts? Some monkeys, rumour had it, settled in the trees around the bungalows of some high officials, where they were well looked after and provided every comfort. These officials were secret partisans of apishness, but they didn’t embrace it openly because they were afraid of losing their high positions.


This went on for quite some time. Arrests continued, gallows were erected in the middle of chowks, the culprits were whipped, skinned and forced to crawl on their stomachs. Numerous acts and ordinances were put into effect. Though nothing worked, for the monkeys, they were not about to call it quits. They stuck to their position stubbornly. Now and then they organised agitations, got together and stormed humans, chewed through electric cables, snatched bread from people’s hands, smashed the many little dugdugies to whose beat their monkey-masters made them dance, chewed through their ropes and fled.


They secretly converted several humans over to apishness, detonated home-made bombs, spread terror and, as often, risked their lives. Though the powers had broken up their organisation, still they were relentlessly united and well organised in their mission. When a man is faced with this sort of situation, he nearly goes mad. I say this because I too am one of the humans. But the strange truth is that the monkeys appeared smugly impervious to any change. They remained what they had been all along—monkeys. Their antics lost none of their playfulness. They would swoop down and snatch from the hands of humans whatever caught their fancy. Grab a gun from someone and march on like an army cadet. Batons, tear-gas grenades, nothing stopped them. They were, one might say, as restless as quicksilver. If you drew a gun on them, took aim and fired, they would take a leap and, before you knew it, they would be sitting comfortably on your shoulder, laughing their monkey heads off. If you threw a tear-gas shell at them, they’d quickly turn it towards you.


The government was thoroughly fed up with their antics. A classified intelligence service report claimed that this monkey movement, or conspiracy, or whatever, could never have been launched by the monkeys themselves. A group of influential humans, supporting apishness just for kicks, must be working behind the scenes and, on further investigation, this fact was established beyond the shadow of a doubt. This disclosure was even more upsetting for the government. Some officials panicked lest they should fall into the trap of apishness and, after reaching the top of the evolutionary ladder, lapse into being apes—a state their forefathers had fought long and hard to escape. 


In spite of the government’s countless strategies, the rising tide of the monkey movement couldn’t be stemmed. Some monkey or the other would appear on a rooftop or a steeple somewhere in the city several times during the day or night and begin to trumpet through his megaphone: Down with humanity! Down with dugdugies! Long live apism!


One day the matter got out of hand. An audacious monkey stole into the living room of none other than the country’s highest authority, opened the cigar box, picked one up, lit it and began puffing away at leisure. His Honour was furious. The monkey screeched at him. His Honour scolded and threatened. The monkey couldn’t care less and leapt, landing on the sofa. The next moment he took another leap and alighted on one of the chairs, leaving His Honour with the distinct feeling that the monkey’s movements were mimicking his own image in the mirror. He was so riled up and incensed, writhing with anger and helplessness, that he finally broke down in tears.


We heard about this episode from our special sources. Otherwise, the next day’s papers had a different story to tell: An audacious monkey made an attempt to break into the government palace but the sentries gunned him down on the spot. After the incident, all pertinent government departments have been issued strict orders to take whatever steps are necessary to quell the uprising of the monkeys.


The chief of the secret police wasn’t so worried about the monkeys. He called his subordinates together and told them, ‘These antics of the monkeys don’t scare me. What I’m afraid of are the humans who have already reverted to being monkeys. I’m a man of keen intelligence. I think that if we, as the descendants of monkeys, can kick up so much trouble in the world and wreak such utter chaos, what might we do if we ever went back to being monkeys? Evolution, even when reversed, cannot but spell danger, no matter how one looks at it. So my instruction to you is this: go and ferret out the humans who have embraced apism. If you can round them up, that will be the end of apism.’


Now the secret as well as the ordinary police intensified their efforts to apprehend the neo-monkeys who were wreaking havoc every night with their mischief. Several monkeys were caught and subjected to the ‘third degree’ inside the fort to make them squeal the whereabouts of the neo-monkeys. But they didn’t let a word slip out of their mouths and bore the harshest torture with fortitude. They didn’t relent even when their females were raped before their eyes. Exasperated, the police mowed them down and their corpses were doused with kerosene and set afire.


The next morning, cyclostyled copies of a poster appeared everywhere in each city. In moving language, it revealed the atrocities humans had committed and appealed to those who felt compassion to abandon their humanity and return to their original domain—the fold of the monkeys.


Within minutes, the posters were pulled down. But by then thousands of humans had already seen them, and hundreds had joined the circle of apism. None of the countermeasures of the government worked. All the zoos, now converted into prisons, were filled with monkeys. One count put the figure of thirty thousand behind bars, but the incarcerated monkeys couldn’t be happier.


The authorities were caught in a strange predicament: if they turned a blind eye to the monkeys, they feared they would unleash a veritable revolution. If the authorities tightened their control and resorted to torture and atrocities, more and more humans would feel disgusted and turn against the government—after all, the same blood flowed in their veins and in those of their ancestors.


At long last, the authorities felt pressed to think over the matter and devise some way to lift the ban on the monkey organisation. The monkey leaders were also to be invited to a conference and asked to explain their point of view, so they could all take a step towards reconciliation.


Guftugu Issue 12, November 2018, (https://guftugu.indianculturalforum.in/2018/10/08/the-revolt-of-monkeys-manto-and-memon/)


Note:


Chowk: open market area at the junction of two roads.




3. Baburao Bagul


The People on the Ground


Translated from the Marathi by Wandana Sonalkar


In that gentle winter night, as the full moon spread sweetness and light on the heartless ground near the Power House, the cold fell upon the people like an unseen blind axe. It sliced every inch of their bodies mercilessly. And so these beggarly, jobless people, who did not possess even the rudest hut, burnt with jealousy at the sight of each other’s blankets. Husbands and wives fought over the blanket covering them. Children cried for their mothers and fathers, and dogs whined to work up some warmth.


The cold hurtled over that ground like a herd of maddened elephants, crushing those people under their feet. But it affected David-dada, who was not poor and feeble like those people on the ground, differently. To him, the cold was like a loving embrace. It brought back the life-force into his body that had been beaten into unconsciousness.


He lay, limbs akimbo, covered in blood, among the dense bushes under a tall black leafless coconut palm. His attackers had tossed his dagger near his body. David-dada lived by collecting money owed by the bootleggers, and the shopkeepers who supplied the bootleggers with raw materials. These people, tired of his unreasonable demands and beatings, had, with the consent of the police, thrashed him and left him for dead among the bushes. The cold wind slowly brought him back to consciousness. He got up. Stumbling, somehow bearing the pain, he managed to get to the trunk of the coconut palm. He could walk no further. He sat, leaning his broad strong back against the trunk and spreading his muscular legs on the rising ground. His blood-soaked tufts of hair, now stiff with dried blood, hung over his ears and on his fair, reddish forehead. His neck, not used to bending even after being thrashed, was straight. His ample chest, which somehow had room for humanity as well as inhumanity, withstood the whipping cold easily. His generous and proud hands held his dagger; even sitting there now, he had the arrogant bearing of a tiger. As water washes away sins, so the cold chased away his weariness and his lethargy; it was as if it saw his suffering and gave his godly or ungodly nature back to him.


Meanwhile, the cold pushed and jostled the other poor and feeble people on the ground. It made mincemeat out of young Abdul Kareem who had tuberculosis. Jobless, trying to satisfy the desires of starved youth, he had sold his blood to the blood bank. He spent the money on prostitutes and qawwali sessions and was fast becoming penniless. The cold danced a ghastly dance on his wasted body, and he shivered like a chicken with its head cut off. A pain rose in his toes and fingers, and in his empty stomach. When his hands and feet went numb, he shouted and stamped his feet. He lifted his back from the ground so the cold would not settle on his back and chest again. Sometimes, he tried to dig into the ground under his back, as if hiding under bedsheets. But the earth under his body did not open its arms to him, or hide him. It left him out in the open, and the cold chased him as if it was hungry for his life. Trying to get some warmth into his body, he rubbed himself raw, yelling, ‘Allah let me live… let me live… be merciful…’


But Allah didn’t listen to him or have mercy on him. And the people around him did not get up, lift him from the lap of death, draw him close to them. Because they too were worried sick by the cold. Near him, an old couple, Zunkaavu and Supad, were asleep under their dirty patchwork coverlet. Under their heads, and at their feet, was the saleable rubbish they had foraged from the dumping ground at Chembur—rags, paper, glass and tin—stuffed in bundles into gunny-sacks. They had only a filthy coverlet over them, and, like Abdul, the cold had driven them to a state past endurance.


They had spent their whole life together, but as the piercing cold made their bones ache, they squabbled and pulled at the covers. Driven out of his village, his job, and the chawl in Mumbai because of his fiery temper, trying to forget his sorrows by smoking gaanja, Supad hit his wife. Zunkaavu, who had suffered his blows all her life, was furious, but still she huddled close to him to keep out the cold. She was angry and bickering, clutching at the coverlet. She was telling him about all the injustice he had done to her, all his beatings; and he, cursing, hit out with his knees and elbows, pulling at the cover.


Sixteen-year-old Raamu had spread a sheet of tarred brown paper on the ground and he was lying on it, with a pile of old newspapers serving as a pillow, and a piece of sacking as a blanket. On his chest was a gunny-bag full of paper, which he held tightly with both hands. During the last four or five years—since his parents died—he had made a living by picking up paper from the road and from dustbins. He too was shivering from the cold. Still, he held on to the load of paper on his chest. He was afraid some vagrant would burn his paper-earnings to save himself from the cold. So even though his fingers were stiff, he would not let go of the sack. He stayed awake in case somebody smashed a stone on his head to get at the sack. There was nobody nearby who might murder him; but in that harsh cold, he saw no good in anyone.


Beyond him, a giant south Indian leper slept with a ragged sheet covering him and a tiny puppy clasped to his side. The pup whined incessantly, trying to get out from under the sheet, while the man fondled it. His body shook with the cold, while his mind was troubled by memories of his wife and her plump body. He was tortured by the thought of the pleasure he had enjoyed in her company for a good ten years. He wished he had a woman beside him now as he stroked the pup, sometimes with affection, and sometimes with anger at the thought that his wife was sleeping with someone else. He squeezed the dog, and when it yelped, he comforted it. The memory of the flourishing domestic life he had left behind pained him; it made him restless.


A little distance from the leper, a mendicant couple lived on a downward slope where they had cleared a spot among the shrubs. Just two weeks ago, the woman’s husband had been arrested while they were begging on the road, but the police had let her go as she was pregnant. She had begged all day, eaten the food she had got by begging, and was sleeping in her usual place. Her stomach ached. She didn’t know if she felt pain because of the cold or because her labour had started. She cried out from time to time. The troupe of Fase Pardhi, nomadic hunters, were not too far away. They ignored her even though they heard her shrieks, because they too were being whipped by the cold. Their little children were crying, quarrelling over the blankets. Since the Power House was nearby and it was forbidden to light a fire, these people tried to warm themselves with all kinds of antics. Young couples without children hugged each other; some lay on top of each other, some made love, and the winds that blew against mankind tore away the drapes covering them and left them bare.


As for the young virgin Sona, who lay between her grandmother and grandfather, the cold had aroused a storm of desire in her heart. She shifted restlessly and her movements annoyed the old couple who were already irritated by the cold. Both shouted at her to lie still. But the waves of longing that the cold had aroused in her would not let her be. They made her move her limbs restlessly. She moved her blanket off her face so that she could not avoid seeing the amorous play of the couples in her troupe. These people, hardly blessed with an abundance of clothing, had found a way to work up heat by rubbing their bodies together. Watching them put this solution to effect agitated young Sona’s mind, and she pulled the blanket off her face and stared at them like a madwoman, ignoring the cold and her grandparents’ scolding. Annoyed with the girl’s behaviour, her grandfather made her get up then hugged the old woman tightly, trying to warm his body. Sona sat shivering at their feet, her eyes darting from her embracing grandparents to the people of her troupe. Her grandfather, still trembling from the cold, commanded, ‘Don’t just sit there like that. Get behind me and hold me tightly.’ She clasped him, and he felt better with the contact of a young, warm body. He squeezed the old woman, and as the trembling of his muscles slowed down, he felt the stirrings of an enfeebled desire. So, he shouted for Sona to get up. As soon as she separated from him, the old woman asked her to sleep behind her. Then he and she, by turns, took shelter from the cold behind Sona’s young body, and the exercise made her even more agitated with desire. She moved away from her grandparents and lay with a thin sheet over her. Watching the amorous movements of her kinfolk nearby made her restive and she wished that there was a young man beside her, that he would rub his firm body against hers, that he would squeeze her. She lay some distance away from her grandparents, hoping that someone would come to her, but nobody came because all the young men in her troupe were her paternal cousins.


Sharp waves of cold were assailing her now, and they stoked the fire of passionate hunger inside her. She sat up, clasping a cloth around her, looking at the fornicating couples among her kinfolk. Then she cast her body on the ground in shame. As the cold grew intense, as did the scenes of naked lust around her, she lost her senses. She was ready to commit sin. She stood up, intending to get under someone’s blanket. She could see the giant leper from Madras muttering at a distance, Raamu sleeping at his side on a sack, and Abdul, shuddering with cold. As she stood there shivering, wondering which of the three she should go to, she saw someone gesturing and calling out to her. She looked hard at him. Seeing the thick blanket covering him, she took two steps towards him and stopped. The bitter cold had got into every nerve and muscle in her. She came forward quickly and stood before the strange man who was on his feet with a blanket on his body. As soon as the young hot-blooded woman came to him, he stretched his arms, embraced her, and sat down with her. They disappeared together under the blanket.


Resting against the tall palm, David looked at the people with all their troubles. The sight of Abdul, chilled to the bone, tossing and turning, twisted up his insides. Hearing the screams of the pregnant beggar-woman lying among the bushes made his heart shudder. Listening to the painful tale that came to his ears from the quarrelling old couple Zunkaavu and Supad, his generous hands yearned to help them; and the sight of Sona fornicating with a strange man because of the cold, numbed his brain. He was lost in thought, smoking cigarette after cigarette, when a clamour came to his ears from the Fase Pardhi: ‘Where’s Sona? Where’s Sona?’


They roamed around the ground, tearing the blankets off any couple they saw. As soon as they saw Sona, her chastity spilt, sleeping with a stranger, they began to beat both of them. Both the young and old of that troupe set to beating the man with any object that came to hand till he was covered with blood. He fell down, but they would not let him go. They were not a cruel people by nature, but they thrashed him without thought for his life because beating him brought warmth and a spark of life to their bodies.


The sight of these beatings just for the fun of it, and the cruelty that had descended on these people with the cold, caused an explosion in David’s heart and he cried out in rage, ‘Eh, you Pardhi! Leave him alone! Will you let him go or not?’


Clenching the dagger in his hand, he leapt like a cheetah and ran towards the nomads. His furious voice and aggressive movement made the beaters-for-the-fun-of-it move away in alarm. At the sight of the dagger in his hand, they ran helter-skelter; the women and children cried and shouted as they tried to save themselves. Seeing them run away in fear, he turned back. His enraged gaze fell on the ailing Abdul Kareem, tossing and turning, begging for death to release him. David bent, pulled him up by his hair and asked, ‘Eh, who’re you?’


Frightened by David’s voice and the electrifying touch of his hand, Abdul said piteously, ‘I’m a poet; all my life I’ve loved women and poetry, and this is the way I am punished…’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘Don’t hit me. This heartless world of yours has killed me. If you hit me, send me straight to God. So that he won’t send me back into this world. Let me go.’


David loosened his grip. Abdul fell back on the ground. He was complaining at having been struck, mouthing the name of God, sobbing. A volcano of anger and tears erupted in David’s heart. His generous hand went straight to his pocket, but there was nothing in there except a packet of cigarettes. His quick eyes looked around for something to help Abdul. He saw the sack on Raamu’s chest and the bundles near Supad and Zunkaavu’s pillow, and ran towards them. Warned by the sound of Abdul’s voice, Raamu clasped the sack containing paper, his day’s income, even more tightly. David was angered by Raamu’s meanness in clinging to his rupee’s worth of paper scraps when a young man was dying nearby. He ran towards Raamu, who clutched his sack even more tightly and whined, ‘Dada, don’t take it. Don’t destroy an orphan like me. What will I eat tomorrow? … Take the old people’s bundle!’


He spoke from his heart, using all his strength to hold on to his sack. The injured David found this intolerable; he was furious that a wretch like Raamu was defying him. In his anger, he grabbed the sack, pulled it open near Abdul and set a match to the paper. He shouted, ‘Warm yourself! Warm yourself!’


Abdul felt better with the warmth of the fire and also from the sack that David had thrown over him; he felt better that death had retreated a little. Raamu’s desperate words rang in his ears and so he wanted to throw the sack from his body; but because of the force of David’s personality, he dared not do it. Meanwhile, David was looking at the dejected Raamu. The boy’s pathetic words had pierced his benevolent heart and he stood there, wondering how to repay him.


That David was standing there made Abdul restless; the couple Supad-Zunkaavu, chilled to the bone, just wished he would go away; and just then the beggar-woman, who had lain down among the bushes so that she could cast the life within her on the ground, let out a howl of pain. That howl made David tremble like a tautened wire. As he moved away, Zunkaavu and Supad gathered their blankets about them and came to sit by the fire. They collected the scattered papers of Raamu’s earnings and dropped them on the fire one by one as they warmed themselves. Their cruelty made Raamu so angry that he wanted to smash a rock on their heads.
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