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faeset 30-35 a9 § foaT & TaAIHS 1@ B hiidwRl GRadT g &
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Teh TEATTF 3R Gaeh 814 @ A1d 4+ 379+ THT & IEehl &l &7 T 3R
FHHERT & G 9T & 1 379 @ 3% 1G] 7 Gehleqd glehy 3191 Qs
3R G ITRGIIcT 1 [4ellE [54T1 & TAfeh 376 il A=l [Her1 =y o
T g FE foh o7 ThFld & 3 gheR & 98 3= el et urg | Ferr qlear
ST TIATER] T IULT FI TG A% [HET T A GSH I IFH gl
TR ST ATHaR Rig Siet IS STciier 7 3o Gid I TG T FA
T PR T o Fifeh d 37 THI G T FAMER 3@ @ & Saih
T8 HHAT & [ TSIG1 & a5 Sei¥l A ST Sliae @ B aed st
e T &1 gam ER.. |

‘T % ey P GRafid A & U FAR G STV B B | T T8
for BIIT WX 76T 1T Ikl T TATEIHT i Gfehd fehal ST 37K GRT
7 o 71T GIaHISTl ! GEeTdl % WIe GISh] & THYE rdr Sig | feel &
Tl H 7T THIEH ERT HITCH¥T SSRICT 3R e o a9y ar aega
&1 T § 1 39 3 T 87 R & J9El AR v FAR TREH T A7
THterehl 1 farde-fadror it qedieh gd X @ &1
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TRt St & saRerd iR SR Afhed @t iy ST o ot
e, P, ST el a1 ITATSH W §¥ 379+ WHIS Hi Food W R I
19T 3G aren & 1 et gF e § We-dier a9t s 3@ aret mardt 7
319 o ¥R 3UATl SR FAT-TUEl § THIST & @t geil W e g
g1 ooy 7 foF 373 I 3R el F weHE 3R FT H Gled
gREfeIa & &1 | THIST & 31 U&il Sl 3614 3K & T =18 I8 fI8T
ey 7 fagy & A7 sfeardt THS @ 2oiel, gumale YETAR & AT
QA= I 1 AT FT ——— IEI 79 TeT STFYfa, TeeT 7Y Tergar
& 1Y 379 GG g H alE R 8 1 89 favarT & foF gAR gl wiee!
& 39 37 & ATETH A RErH S & Afhed 3R pidea @& fawg § sgEnt
ST 9T 811 1 3% !

GEEHT GA19 FoTeieh 37 78 & i 9ar ver aey faaer &t q-q, #-4 o7
a-fo gl o & & 1 e 37k &ty gl & T8 ST Ik Gl 98l Ueh gt
®! 2T SARA H I3 HA 781 TG T8 & | JA1G T8t W 81 @ & cifkd T
SR & gl Tt = gfiferar i 781 ot 7% | §9 GRSl 371 TERSI
el 181 &, 98 eI VHAIE &1 U 3] Gl Uel & nT 379 Al i
GTSTE FESTH & VT & WIS GIeIS & ar-a Bl GohY LT B
&1 gAY X T@ & gOd SR fameft off 3% It wrer # ke TeT &1 9
8T Tk g % Vi AaT 1 gg 3R =R F IR F eIk HX &1 TE
feaf s1cdq FFFRe 3R ST9NHT 21

71 FargeT 7 T A 37 G UB &1 a2-FS qrIG Xk Q¥ I SRIAAT
STRY Y [T o7 | Tl & 87 & ale off 718 39 $ehT 81 & | foharl & &
T GER @, Te! QT AR GEH] [ a3, QA adl Sifd =
i T 3187, AT, ferted], U, AT A FH, Sk H IHT @Al Gier,
fercit @ re &7 araq @ SR &Y Ak & @Id H 15-15 I STH PR
& QUG qTIG] 1 GARY et STl ST fowifad 81 T8 ot | SfehT THT
i & Qe 57e GeaTg qra- 37E at 39 S O foh 39k T 9 R
T &1 R Tl 9 G YA F TS-TS SMhe @Y T STarr
=8 V&7 & foh 3G oV & UREYT b GhRIHS F-14 H fehad =1 TRT F1TeTT
fea & 1 Qifer 27 ik gl & favaa=1adr W f&aqer 899 gof=rg &mar &7
&1 a7+t gTeT & & FY & A FI AKX T YT 5RT I§ TR f647 7 foE
vgel fo G FIS FSTgSi 7 T I AT 5 o 99 T8 & R 50-55
TG ST 3 T & T B H1 GITEN G 1 Geht | bt 31T 37kl hi
ot 7&t Reagfq & 1 araa 9 T 987 B WBR AT SNekel i WHR &
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3Nk &, P HT 7TV G & | 3T GRT AT AT T=eel ST, et
TaI3M, WISt TTSM, ART K1 GR&T 37 AT WG & | ST g9 33T &
for 7/ 39 gardl ¥ 39 sfeed Twerdl fielt € 1 #RIS] 39T & A & &g
oft 7 it 1 Aot &1 8 1 AT F TA-TeA F FHE FR P e} G o Fehdt
&13-3 e 1 A & T TAFER g 6T 8| AeArsii & gy geRd o
eIl g5 8 | TaT G arel Jrgoifaa 1 ST9Hr o641 5 Y87 & | Ao
FrfwAlsT 3K TAERI 1 G 81 @1 & 47 36 UlRrd X STTHIT o
ST Y81 & T TR & 9 T G GIard [ & @ril @i (e 92 forar s
8T & | Gepla, Iediaar, e ST 4t 19 T g R b feErar A are
TITETres Sig f69eh 37T S3ar 7 94T 7 g &1

TaT 9&T B WE F IR-R I8 Ao Il Sl 8 ok fyset 70 st &
RARETET freet TR & TeTgural 4 9 1 g § @ s el ot ik
ST 1t & SIgTar 53 | gvT 331 & foF @ frset 70 qreil # <9 b7 A
fereTr T g3Tm | STSAIGT 919 X & GHY dF o0 H G a% I at off |
37T & G @ Sff g & | a1 9&T T8 1 e wirar & foa foredn, o, i,
dereien 31 & & 91 7 STyayd FaIf b1 & | gRA il i AT ? TS-7g
ST BT 0T fehereh SIRTeRTeT § g3 2 3a 9R fereaferener 3ik vie-qeer
fore Tefia forg 2 STpeIfes St el 3 TTq %1 hoqT fohaent & 2 aenl
T IGTIH g fohar ? At &1 i fohea ST ... T8 Gt sigad
oTsft & 139 T &1 R @ fad=m ey ff, T &gt |

3791 ST T GEY 7 @ & [0 H FITART GETA % TH 90T Bl
3G Y @ & S 3% gaaare (faed) & 11 St & 12 § 7wt wieed
AT & 3IGTeT W UGHT U1 | THF foT¢ 3% 1A Ygel SMHAT X forar
AT o7 | AR UF Hih W AAERE TR G el 3k frenm 75t & faee
TS q HPIT S T SMEAISTR FRT (77707 arqq & forar 73| 9k &
& &l 37GTST &1 [l & fob T o aadar gigeitadl 9@ b TER
STIER FAT & |

39 TISeh! &1 SIHRT & [T 84 T 37ehTqH! § GBI 7 91 T
TITART TETA & GYf 907 1 76T GeRIIa T @ & -

This is an emotional moment for me and I feel privileged to be here
with you.I feel I am standing in the shadow of great maharashtrians
Mahadev Govind Ranade who founded the Sammelan, and whose
name is part of the modern history of our country, and the distinguished

Marathi writers who have chaired its conventions,and all the writers who
have taken part in its sessions and whose writing has increased the great
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creative enterprise known as Indian literature.

It is also an emotional moment for me because of my own connection
with Maharashtra through my father, Ranjit Sitaram Pandit. I would like
to tell you a little about him.He was a Sanskrit scholar from a family
of distinguished Sanskrit Scholars and he translated three Sanskrit
classics into English: Mudra rakshasa , Kalidas Ritusamhara and
Rajatarangini.

Rajatarangini is the 12th century history of the kings of Kashmir
and kalhana, and it had a special fascination for my father because
his two great loves were Sanskrit and Kashmir. He worked on this
translation during two of his jail terms during British rule and dedicated
it to his Kashmiri father in law, Pandit Motilal Nehru. His brother-in-
law, Jawaharlal Nehru, wrote an introduction to this work when it was
published. I am deeply fateful to Dr. Aruna Dhere and Shri Prashant
Talnikar for their great labour of translating this massive history into
my father’s and their own native tongue, Marathi. | know that nothing
would have made him happier.

Both my parents took part in the national movement for freedom under
Mahatma Gandhi. My mother, Vijayalakshmi Pandit, Was imprisoned
three times and my father four times. During his fourth imprisonment he
fell seriously ill in the terrible conditions and environment of Bareilly jail,
and was given no medical treatment and my mother was not informed
how ill he was. Yet he had refused to ask for his release.

When she was finally informed of his condition she was allowed to
have a 20-minute interview with him. It took place, according to the
rule, in the office of the jail superintendent and under his watchful eye,
which gave a political Prisoner no privacy with his visitor. It’s shocked
my mother to see him brought in on a stretcher. His head had been saved
and his body was emaciated.

She almost broke down at the sight of him but somehow she held
back her tears because she knew he would not want her to cry in front
of the jailer. He told her why he wouldn’t ask for the favour of being
released. He said “I have fought with the lions , Gandhi and Nehru. Do
you want me to behave like the Jackal now?”

She knew she couldn’t change his mind so she controlled herself and
sat near the stretcher and hold his hand, and gave him news of home and
the children, and what was growing in the garden he loved. When the
government released him at last, it was only to die about three weeks
later.

Many years later, after independence, my mother was India’s High
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Commissioner in Britain and sat next to Prime Minister Winston Churchill
at a lunch, and he said to her, ‘“We killed your husband, didn’t we?” It
was a admission that took her by surprise.

Most of you were not born in the 1940’s, and you grew up in an
independent country, so I have shared this personal story with you to
show you the courage and discipline of those times, and the spirit of
the men and women who fought for freedom. My parents were among
those thousands of Indians... known and unknown, young and old....
who committed their lives to that great fight and suffered all kinds of
hardships because they had a passion for freedom. I want to ask you, do
we have that same passion for freedom today? Are we worthy of those
men and women who have gone before us, some of whom died fighting
so that future Indians could live in freedom?

I am asking this question because our freedoms are in danger. The
dangers to them are so much on my mind that when I was thinking about
what I should say to you, I knew I had to talk about all that is happening
in India today, because it is affecting every side of our lives: what we
eat, whom we marry, what we think and what we write, and, of course,
how we worship.

Today we have a situation where diversity, and opposition to the
ruling ideology, are under fierce attack. Diversity is the very meaning
of our civilization. We have old literature in many different languages.
We eat different foods, we dress differently, we have different festivals,
and we follow different religions. Inclusiveness has been our way of life,
and this ancient multicultural civilization whose name is India is a most
remarkable achievement that no other country has known. Today it is
threatened by a policy to wipe out our religious and cultural differences
and force us into a single religious and cultural identity.

At one stroke this policy wipes out the constitutional rights of millions
of our country men and women who are not Hindus and makes it,
outsiders and enemies of them. At Independence, our founding father’s
rejected a religious identity and had the wisdom to declare India a secular
democratic republic, not because they were against religion but because
they understood that you are deeply religious country of many religions,
only a secular state would provide the overall umbrella of neutrality under
which every Indian would have the right to live and worship according
to his or her faith.

The Constituent Assembly which to this decision was made up of
a majority of Hindus, yet they drew up a Constitution whose preamble
affirmed of our life of liberty, equality and fraternity for all Indians.
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This high ideal was inspired by Ambedkar, who was the chief architect
of the Constitution, and a great Maharashtrian whose insistence that all
human beings are equal, started a revolution against caste. That High
ideal has now been thrown aside. The minorities, and those who don’t
support the Hindu rashtra agenda, have become targets for fanatics who
roam the streets.

We have recently seen five citizens falsely charged with conspiracy
and arrested on grounds of sedition. These are men and women who have
spent years on their lives working for tribal rights and forest rights, and
for justice for the marginalised. Christian churches have been vandalised
and Christians are feeling insecure. Lynch mobs are openly attacking and
killing Muslims on invented rumours that they were killing cows and
eating beef. We are watching all this lawlessness on TV.

In Uttar Pradesh, these mob attacks on the cow pretext has become
common, while the authorities standby and look on. When terrorism of
this kind becomes official, as it has in Uttar Pradesh, Where can we look
for justice? Mob violence backed by the state goes on in many places on
defenceless people, and guilty have not been convicted. In some cases
their victims have been charged with the crimes instead, in some cases,
the criminals have been congratulated. The human cost of this tragic
situation is that it is a time of fear and grief for many Indians who no
longer feel safe living and worshipping as they have always done, and
have a right to do. The poor and helpless among them.... some of whom
have been driven out of their villages and their homes and jobs ... are
living without work, or help or hope, or future.

I write novels and my material for story telling has been political.
As we writers know, we do not choose our material. We make stories
out of the material and atmosphere around us, and because I grew up
during the years of the fight for freedom, the values of that time and of
the nation it created have been the stuff of my fiction and non - fiction.
I had thought of my novels as being about the making of modern India.
But because my last two novels are about the times we are now living
in, they are about the unmaking of modern India.

As we are writers, let us know that what is happening to our fellow
writers and artists in this political atmosphere.We are seeing that the
question in mind, the creative imagination, and freedom of expression
have no place in the present political climate, and where there is no
respect for freedom of thought or for democratic rights, writing becomes
risky activity.

This has always been the case in authoritarian regimes all over the
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world where art is kept under state control and writers face punishment
and prosecution if they step out of line.

Take the example of a young poet called Joseph Brodsky in Stalin’s
Soviet Union. Brodsky is arrested and his interrogator waves a paper at
him and says,”Do you call yourself a poet? Do you call this a poem? It is
not a poem if it makes no material contribution to the Soviet Union.” And
he throws Brodsky into jail. Years later, Joseph Brodsky wins the Nobel
Prize for literature. Another famous Russian case is of Solzhenitsyn, who
was condemned to hard labour in Siberia for many years for criticizing
the government, and who also won the Nobel Prize for literature.

And now the same ignorance about art and literature is in action here,
and writers are facing anger of ignorant criticism, and much worse. Three
eminent Maharashtrian rationalist, Narendra Dabholkar, Govind Pansare
and M.M. Kalburgi have been shot dead for rejecting superstition in
favour of reason, and Gauri Lankesh of Bengaluru for her independent
views and opposition to Hindutva. Others have been threatened with death
and forbidden to write. We are told, don’t publish your books or we will
burn it. Don’t exhibit your paintings or we will destroy your exhibition.
Filmmakers are told,-'Change the dialogue in this scene and cut out the
next scene or we will not let your film be shown, and if you show it we
will attack the cinema hall. Don’t do anything to hurt our sentiments.’

In other words, they are saying: do as you are told, or your life and
your art are not safe. But the creative imagination cannot take orders
from the state, or from the mob. And the question of hurting sentiments
is, of course, nonsense. A population of 1 billion people cannot be made to
think alike. Every community has its own views and its own sensitivities
on various issues but sentiments cannot decide what is right or wrong.
In some cases it is even our duty to hurt sentiments. If we had been
forbidden to hurt sentiments, we would still be burning widows and no
reform of any kind would have taken place.

Many sentiments were hurt when the Hindu code bill was been
debated and sadhus threw stones at the Parliament House. But if the bill
had not been passed, Hindu women would have had no rights.

Historians are feeling the heat now that Indian history has been
brought under state control. In some States, large chunks of the past
have been distorted or done away with altogether. And this is the work of
Hindutva Minds who have been specially chosen to rewrite it. If [ were
to invent a dialogue between an Indian historians and one of these re -
writers of Indian history, it would go something like this. This historian
says to the rewriter: ‘Akbar won the Battle of Haldighati. But in this
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book, you are saying that he lost it. How come?’ The rewriter replies,
‘He lost it because I have decided that he lost it. History is what we say it
is.” Some of these rewritten text books have wiped out the whole Mughal
empire, and not content with wiping out the past, all remaining reminder
of it are being demolished.

The Babri Masjid has been knocked down, and Mughal and Muslim
names of towns and roads are being changed. Some textbooks have
censored all mention of Nehru, whose government laid the foundation
of modern India, and Mahatma Gandhi was of course murdered by this
mentality in 1948 for the blasphemy of the mantra he gave us : Ishwar
Allah Tere Naam; Sabko Sanmati De Bhagwan. Gandhi’s non- violence is
seen as emasculating Indians and making cowards of them. Personally, |
think that nothing needed greater heroism then the way unarmed Indians
confronted the armed might of an empire. One of my novels called Lesser
Breeds is my tribute to that unique time.

With all that is been wiped out, so is the scientific frame of mind that
we have cultivated since independence. It is being replaced by myths
and legends, and a medieval frame of mind.

We have been justly proud of the key institution we have built since
independence, but they, too, have been brought under state control ....
whether they concern art and literature, or history, or technology, or
Science, information, education and culture. Our public universities,
our museums and academies are no longer independent institutions.The
Nehru Memorial Museum and Library in Delhi was an ongoing example
of the damage that is being done to our Institutions, and Jawaharlal Nehru
University is an ongoing target of hindutva hatred. As a Hindu and a
believer in the great enlightened inheritance known as Sanatan Dharma,
I cannot accept hindutva.

In this war that has been declared on diversity, dissent and debate,
those who care about freedom have not stayed silent. There are marches
and rallies against the destruction of our fundamental rights. There are
protest by retired civil servants, by students and academies, lawyers,
historians and scientist, dalits and adivasis and the farmers huge demand
for their rights. The large number of farmers suicides in this area show
the desperate situation they are no longer unable to face.

The Bhim Army, named after Dr. Ambedkar, is making it’s voice
heard, and we are reminded that it has an inheritance of dramatic revolt,
when Ambedkar and E.V. Ramasamy Periyar publicly burned the
manusmriti in the 1920’s for the insulting and objectionable laws it laid
down for the dalits in the caste system, condemning them to an inferior
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status.The singer, T.M. Krishna, and the historian, Ramachandra Guha,
are among those who have made strong individual protests. Krishna’s
concert was cancelled and Ram Guha received a death threat. Recently,
great actor, Naseeruddin Shah, has spoken out against the war on Islam
and how he fears for his children.

What can writers do in this situation? Answer is: we can write.
Powerful fiction has been the result of writers stepping into controversy
and taking sides, but not as polemics or propaganda.Their place and
poems and novels have been about people’s, not ideas, and they have
been written by authors who were deeply engaged with the times they
were living in, and some are still living in.

Writers don’t live in Ivory Towers. Through our writing, we take
sides between good and evil, right and wrong. Great literature worldwide
by writers of many nationalities has done this, and this is the literature
that has touched chords in succeeding generations and stays alive. We
show where we stand by the subjects we choose, the stories we write,
and the way we write them.Whether we are writing about grandmothers
cooking , or the rain on the roof, or describing the body of our beloved,
every word we write makes it clear where we stand. Writing, like all
forms of creative art, is a powerful form of political activism, and it
is a means of revolt. That is why dictators are so afraid of it and take
steps to control it.

A writer’s protest started as an ‘award wapsi’ movement three years
ago, when about a hundred of us returned our Sahitya Akademi Awards
over the murder of an award-winning writer, Dr Dabholkar, which the
akademi took no notice of. But after the lynching of the poor blacksmith,
Muhammad Akhlaq, in Dadri village outside Delhi,our movement
has grown and widened to cover other issues concerning attacks on
democracy and Indian rights.

I have mentioned the writing of foreign writers. It has left it mark
on my mind because I have been able to read some of it in translation.
What about Indian writing in our many languages? It is a tragedy that
we cannot read each other for lack of translation. Though our music and
dance and theatre and films bring us together, our literature keeps us
apart, and we cannot know each other until we can read each other. I can
only hope that publishers will fill this gap and that Indian literature will
become available not only to us but across the world.

I have to pay a special tribute to Maharashtrian women writers,
because of the formidable obstacles that women have to overcome
when they put their life experiences into words on a page.They run
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the risk of offending husband, family, and Society, and suffering the
consequences. May their courage and the creative energy go from
strength to strength.

I want to thank my host for giving me this opportunity to speak to you,
and I have spoken from the heart because of the cross roads our country
is at. Which way we go — towards freedom or away from it will
depend, among other things, on what we write , and our refusal to be
bullied into silence. In memory of the Indians who have been murdered,
in support of all those who are upholding the right to dissent, and of the
dissenters who live in fear and uncertainty, but still speak their Minds,
let us choose freedom.

Thank you for listening to me.

Janta @ 9T9R 3Gd,
g

~ QA9 TPT

E-mail : sameecheen@gmail.com
og
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