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ON THE MARQUEE R V Pandit

GET OUT! SOONEST"

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN SRI LANKA offer the intricate Indian mind vast opportunities for justifying the
unjustifiable. We can claim that death and destruction are inevitable in any peace-restoring exercise; we can claim
that the Accord signed between Sri Lanka and India in July 1987 was a triumph for Indian diplomacy, and a fea-
ther in our Prime Minister’s Gandhi cap. It may be so, but the grim reality that has emerged as a result of India’s
involvement in the internal conflicts of Sri Lanka, is that Indian troops are killing Tamil militants. And Tamil mili-
tants are killing both Indian troops and any Sinhalese that they can lay hands on; and the militant Sinhalese are
yearning for a fight with the Tamils as well as the Indians.

These are the grim consequences of the immoral stance that we have adopted in Sri Lanka in recent years. The
provision of training facilities for Tamil militants on Indian soil in the South, the emotive support they were given
by Tamil Nadu, and the connivance of New Delhi in all this, rendered the Sri Lankan army action of five months
ago, inevitable. Qur response to that action — the air-drop of supplies for the largely Tamil area of Jaffna province —
was the harbinger of the tragedy that followed. If India is to play a constructive role in Sri Lanka, it must realise
that size and might must go hand-in-hand with generosity, with responsibility.

In Sri Lanka, we have evidently failed in our responsibility. We should have strengthened the hands of President
Jayawardene by offering our utmost support to his Government, to tackle the Tamil militants. We should never
have permitted ourselves to fall into a situation where we now have to virtually do the Sri Lankan Government’s
job for them. A military intervention in Sri Lanka, no matter what the compulsion and the temptation, is totally
at variance with the principles of Panchsheel and any number of moralistic statements about the non-involvement
of one state in the affairs of the other — declarations that we have been propounding for four decades and more.

Soviet involvement in Afghanistan, American involvement in Vietnam, the involvement of the superpowers in
Berlin and West Germany, as well as American involvement in Korea, are all living testimonies of why no country
should use its own military power to become involved in conflicts occurring within other countries. In Germany,
the Germans were opposing the Germans; in Korea, the Koreans were fighting the Koreans; in Vietnam, the Viet-
namese were fighting the Vietnamese; and in Afghanistan, the Afghans are fighting Afghans. In Vietnam, the
Americans succeeded in alienating their South Vietnamese allies, if not actually fighting them. Keeping Seoul in
check hasbeen a difficult task for the US administration ever since their involvement began during Harry Truman’s
Presidency. The Afghans and the Soviets are divided, and now, so are the Vietnamese and (the occupying) Chinese.
There are lessons for India in all this, lessons that we simply cannot ignore. We cannot and should not stay in Sri
Lanka.

All our efforts and energies in Sri Lanka should be directed at getting our troops out of that country. Fast. Such
efforts must be accompanied by providing even more materials and resources to the Sri Lankan Government than
what we are currently expending in Jaffna. Simultaneously, we need to educate the Indian public, particularly the
people of the southern state of Tamil Nadu, that in the long run, it is in the best interests of the Tamils in Sri
Lanka to deal directly with Colombo. It isfor them and them alone, to learn to live with the reality that Sri Lanka
is a Sinhalese nation, and the Sinhalese are as entitled to nationhood, as you and I are, to India. %
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High Profits; Low Esteem

The

routine inconveniences en-
countered while flying Indian Airli-
nes are well-known. However, 1 was
completely in the dark regarding the
serious lapses that our prestigious do-
mestic airline is guilty of. Thank you
for bringing it to our notice. If In-
dian Airlines is guilty of even half the
allegations levelled against the com-
pany by Abhay Mokashi, its culpabi-
lity is unquestionable. When can we
expect corrective action?

Prahlad Bajaj
Cuttack

Airport Security Crucial

With reference to the ‘Marquee’
(Imprint, September), pertaining to
the security measures at Santacruz
Airport, Bombay, I would like to in-
form you that similar procedures are
being followed abroad, after an abor-
tive attempt to blow up an El Al
aircraft at Heathrow Airport, in
London.

In this instance, although the bag
containing the explosives had been
examined under an X-ray machine,
their presence did not register on the
machine. And, had it not been for a
thorough inspection by a vigilant El
Al security officer, the explosives
would have remained undetected.

It is better to be harried and safe,
than to be in a hurry and sorry. The
security staff at Santacruz airport
deserve an apology for your disparag-
ing remarks.

D N Handa
New Delhi

Undue Pessimism

One cannot share the pessimism
of K F Rustamji, expressed in the
article, ‘Poised for a Political Uphea-
val’ (Imprint, September). We tend
to view the country’s political deve-
lopments from two points of view:
namely that of the Decline of the
Congress and the absence of any vi-
able alternatives; and in terms of the
Left and the Right, as these are the
only two distinct political ideologies
available, and no other choice exists.

The Congress has been able to rule

that it has sacrificed a lot for the
country. With the absence of any
binding force, the Congress is bound
to disintegrate and rapidly lose
ground. It will not e surprising if it
is reduced to a regional party soon.
Despite the number of states being
ruled by regional or national parties,
there is a tendency among them to
work at a national level, either indivi-
dually or in conjunction with other
parties. This shows that despite dif-
ferences in ideology and approach,
they all tend to think in ‘national
terms’.

Because of these factors, there
may not be a period of national up-
heaval, but in the event of such an
occurrence, some forces are bound to
emerge to serve the country and to
save it from catastrophe.

V Sagar
New Delhi

An Unbelievable Precedent

When the entire country is facing
the alarming repercussions of the
worst ever drought, Beed appears to
be an almost unbelievable oasis of
prosperity.

If Nanaji Deshmukh has indeed
been so successful in his project, why
don’t expert environmentalists, as
well as our all-important bureaucracy,
profit from this illustrious example?

Rohit Bapat
Pune

The Need For Discipline

Discipline, as defined by the Con-
cise Oxford Dictionary, is “a system
of rules for conduct; a mental and
moral training.” In addition to survi-
val discipline, there are three others
— institutional discipline, private dis-
cipline, and most importantly, public
discipline.

In the enforcement of public dis-
cipline, legal and punitive action
must be proportionate, swift, and
firm, as without these, the administr-
ation of government becomes farcical
and meaningless. Nobody, regardless
of rank and status, should be exemp-
ted from the common disciplines ap-
plicable to all, and it logically follows
that those charged with the imposi-
tion of discipline, must themselves be
exemplars of discipline.

Our country is witnessing a seri-
ous breakdown in the essential disci-
plines along with a dangerous toler-
ation towards those in power and ir-
responsible pressure groups — politi-
cal, linguistic, religious, business, and
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labour. A regrettable aspect in India
is the strange conviction of large seg-
ments of people that personal free-
dom is super-comprehensive, above
the national interest, and includes
freedom from all disciplines, except
those which suit them. Such beliefs,
if not corrected quickly and firmly,
must inevitably lead to the destruc-
tion of society and the disintegration
of the State.

It is not too late. But discipline
can only be effective when it is en-
forced at the point from which it
emanates — the TOP!

Col C L Proudfoot
Bombay

Jichkar Should Quit Politics

The profile of Dr Shrikant Jichkar,
by Shirin Mehta (Imprint, September)
elucidating his distinguished academic
career, was very enlightening.

It is really remarkable that Dr
Jichkar has acquired distinction in
such diverse subjects. However, those
who claim that he has bright political
prospects, solely on the basis of his
academic qualifications, are surely
wrong, as his liaison with the masses
is poor, and he has contributed little
to his constituents in Katol.

Perhaps, Dr Jichkar should quit
politics and concentrate his activities
in the fields of education, business

management and administration,
where he has ample scope to succeed.
J V Naik
Bombay

Some Suggestions

The subjects covered in the Mar-
quee and the cover story on Ambani,
(Imprint, August) were interesting.
But more concise writing, please! It
helps sustain the reader’s attention.

+23 P ———) h e

A point of complaint about the
Marquee in your September issue: I
disagree that physical baggage checks
at airports are unnecessary. In this
day and age, when airlines are always
subject to attack from terrorists, we
cannot be foo careful.

Congratulations for writing about
Nelson Mandela — it was well-intro-
duced, very interesting, and a subject
not covered by other magazines. The
article on Geet Sethi was also well-
written. I have always admired Im-
print, but 1 would welcome shorter,
and livelier articles. If Imprint is to
compete with the many other good
magazines available, you should look
for articles which will help foster so-
cial awareness.

There are many injustices in our
country.They must be dealt with. The
youth are doing their best to fight
these, so are women’s organisations.
Why not give these people a voice?

A Pandya
Bombay

Drought Appeal

Rajasthan is engaged in a life and
death struggle against the century’s
worst ever drought which is threaten-

ing to spell misery, disease, and hun-
ger, on an unprecedented scale. This
is the fourth consecutive year of
drought in the State as a whole, al-
though certain parts of Western Raja-
sthan have been reeling under its im-
pact for the past eight or nine years.

The Government will have to
arrange employment for the lakhs of
people hit by scarcity, as well as fod-
der for cattle. Despite the pooling of
all resources, the expenditure for such
a huge task cannot be met by the
government alone.

I, therefore, appeal to all industrial
and business houses and voluntary
organisations to lend a helping hand
in meeting the situation, by contri-
buting generously to the Chief Minis-
ter’s Relief Fund, Jaipur, Rajasthan.

Harideo Joshi
Chief Minister, Rajasthan

Deeply Inspiring

I was deeply inspired by the poig-
nant profile, ‘Goodbye Miss Stevens’
(Imprint, August), which was related
by C L Proudfoot with great sensiti-
vity. This paralytic’s story instills in
one the courage to fight against all
odds. Hence, I shall be circulating
copies of this story among some
blind friends.

Ms Hena Basu
Caleutta
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By Minnie Vaid-Fera

| Hare Rama,
Hare Sagar!

RAMAYANA is, unquestion-
ably, India’s most popular
television serial and has been
so for almost nine months. Its
phenomenal success has
surprised its own creators —
the Sagar unit, and director
Ramanand Sagar in particular.
While RAMAYANA's popula-
rity ratings soar and advertis-
ers await their turn in the
| wings, millions of television
viewers sit transfixed, Sunday
i after Sunday, watching the
familiar tale unfold itself.
Revered personalities come to
life, Gods deliver sermons,
astounding miracles take
Ls| place, and enthralling music
fills the home, for the 45
minutes that RAMAYANA
holds its audiences in sway.

In this Diwali special,
MINNIE VAID-FERA reports
from Umbergaon.

are, for the Sagar family, two

sides of the same coin. Almost
deliriously happy with the immense
popularity that Ramayana commands
all over the country, they are never-
theless insecure and paranoid about
any criticism of their much-loved
serial, ““What are you going to write
about Ramayana? About Papaji (Ra-
manand Sagar)? We are extremely
careful about allowing the press at
Umbergaon (the shooting location).
I've just refused permission to the

EUPHORIA AND PARANOIA
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“WE'RE TOUCHING THE SOUL OF THE COUNTRY”

Ramanand Sagar talks to Minnie Vaid-Fera.

“YOU WILL NEED PAPAIT'S
(Ramanand Sagar) biodata,” his de-
voted son, Prem Sagar, informs me
importantly. The biodata, four pages
long and neatly cyclostyled, is willy-
nilly foisted onto me. It traces Rama-
nand Sagar’s “‘entering the arch of life
as a humble goldsmith’s apprentice,”
elucidates the “difficult path he tra-
versed as truck cleaner, soap vendor,
typist, clerk, assistant editor,” and
describes his gallant struggle with
tuberculosis (in 1941) which led to
his “first famous literary work, The
Diary of a TB patient”. Then, the
document informs you, “the writer
in him outgrew the man. Journalism
clasped hands with him and he began
writing for Daily Milap. His novel
Aur Insan Mar Gaya (And Humanity
Died) on the Partition, put together
the shattered pieces of human values
into a strong picture of human great-
ness. The book became a best seller,
spring splashed its colours. The writer
dipped his pen in the nectar of his
heart.” The transition from novelist
to film-maker was fairly swift and
fruitful, according to the biodata:
“Barsaat marked a new watershed
in the Indian film industry, Badi
Bahu vibrated with the greatness of
Indian women, Paigam tackled the
timely labour problems in true Gan-
dhian traditions and Ghunghat, Zin-
agi and Arzoo (silver jubileesin a row)
established him permanently as one
of the biggest producer-director-writ-
ers in the Indian film industry.”

This producer-director-writer is,
today, the uncrowned king of the
small screen, courtesy the stupendous
success of Ramayana, the project he
nurtured for over 20 years and realised
early this year. The telecasts of the
first few episodes of the serial proved
prophetic enough — Ramayana was
here to stay, and succeed. By the very
nature of its content and characters
— and their familiarity with millions
of its Hindu audiences — Ramayana’s

popularity was guaranteed even be-
fore its quality could be evaluated.
In fact, anyone making a serial based
on an age-old, time-honoured epic,
would be assured of a sizeable initial
‘draw’. If he faithfully and -religiously
adhered to arevered and familiar text,
without taking very many liberties,
the applause would definitely in-
crease. And finally, if the expenditure
towards glossy and elaborate embel-
lishments to an extravaganza, was a
minor consideration, audience tastes
could be easily gratified. It was, per-
haps a relatively easy formula, one
that just could not fail. Ramanand
Sagar can indeed be congratulated for
his foresight. Predictably, he violently
disagrees with this conclusion. He in-
forms you repeatedly that Ramayana
has been a labour of love and credits
its making to “spiritual powers”. His
modesty, however, is unconvincing,
backed as it is by excessive flattery,
a favourite pastime of members of
the Sagar Ramayana unit and notably
his own sons — Subhash, Prem,
Anand, Moti,Jyoti — all of whom are
involved in this “prestigious project”,
in one capacity or another.
Ramanand Sagar (Papaji) is a short
and stocky man, with a genial manner.
He is perched atop an old-fashioned
bed in the centre of a sparsely furnish-
ed room at Vrindavan Studios, Umber-

gaon. It hasbeen his haunt for the last
nine months. “I’m living in my own
world here,” he says portentously.
“I spend 28 days a month in this
ashram. Whenever I go to Bombay, I
feel like a villager entering a city,” he
chuckles. The bed is conspicuously
strewn with various versions of the
Ramayana; he is busy making notes,
one from the other, on sheets of fool-
scap. “This is the hardest part,” he
admits, “making notes from each
tome. This is the first time so many
versions are being brought together.”
He settles down to talk about Ais
favourite subject — the making of
Ramayana and what it means to him.

Excerpts from the interview:

Imprint: Ramayana appears to be an
all-time hit, not just here but abroad
too — in Mauritius, the USSR, clubs
in the USA. . .

Ramanand Sagar: Yes, various people
abroad have sent us congratulatory
telexes. It has caught peoples’ interest
worldwide. This interest, moreover,
has transcended all communal or
community feelings. I'm glad I made
it as a television serial, it’s a subject
that could not have been made in
3-4 hours.

As its creator, you're prabably the
right person to analyse the reasons for
Ramayana’s overwhelming success,

This achievement has been bestowed
on me by God. It’s not a human
achievement. For an entire nation to
rise in respect (to Ramayana) — 1 can’t
start putting on airs that the credit
should go to me. I may be a good
writer, I've made good films, but
such things (he means Ramayana
again) happen due to some other
powers which use you as a medium.

The religious content of your serial
was bound to appeal to a fairly large
number of viewers, wasn’t it?

If that was the case, why wasn’t that
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serial on Krishna (Krishnavtaar) more
popular than Ramayana? And any-
way, Muslims watch Ramayana, Chri-
stians watch it.

But merely because a vast majority
watches Ramayana, does it mean that
it’s intrinsically good? Is popularity
necessarily linked with quality?
You’re echoing that critic.

Who? Khalid Mohammed of The
Times of India?

I'm not going to mention names, But
to equate the popularity of Ramayana
to that of pornography. . . words fail
me! You just laugh at such people,
you pity them. There may be five per-
sons who are unhappy with my seriai,
or even 500 in the entire country. I
see them as Churchill did (smiles
benewlently).

Meaning?

Didn’t Churchill say that he never
believed in Gandhiji because he dress-
ed shabbily? Only a man who has read
the Ramayana can criticise my serial.
People have to be born several times
to reach that spiritual level, after
which they can qualify as critics. I
don’t take criticism seriously.

Since we are talking of criticism, how
do you react to the most common
complaint about Ramayana — that
quite often, it drags interminably and
several episodes are lengthy and often
boring?
If it was long or dragging, it would
not have sold! I have not written one
extra sentence anywhere. Each dia-
logue has some bearing somewhere.
You see, it’s a matter of choice —
Valmiki has described the story of
the Ramayana in one sentence while
others have written over one lakh
shlokas. If I'd started abridging each
of those, it would have meant 600
episodes. So I've selected what I found
sensitive, poignant, meaningful.
Then, I've omitted sequences por-
traying blind faith. I’ve ‘made gurus
and gurukuls tell their shishyas to
adopt only their good points. This is
a Buddhist concept of a guru’s res-

ponsibilities. No Ramayana has elab-
orated on the education aspect —
everyone said that Ram was a reser-
voir of knowledge; I've focused on
that education aspect. What did the
rishis teach? I've brought in yoga,
vedanta, karma, miracles, mortality
But, I've not gone out of the story.

What made you take up a topic that
had been tackled before — so many
times, in fact?

I thought it should be done again.
My only achievement — I could say,
happiness — is that the youth of this
country has been influenced. Of cour-
se, the number of individual victories
that we’ve scored with Ramayana
have been countless. People write in
telling us how much the serial has
helped them. We're really touching
the soul of the country. I receive let-
ters from scholars, yogis; an ex-Shan-
karacharya wrote to me, saying “you
have done a great service. I want to
give you a padvi (award)”. Luckily,
Ramayana has escaped any contro-
versy — learned scholars could have
raised objections, I guess they haven’t
because I've only been dedicated to
what was already there.

Are you very religious?

I've always been deeply religous. In
fact, there are very few real atheists
anywhere. Scientists realised that
science did not create the universe,
so science gave in to spiritualism in
the 20th century. They recognised
the power of God. Who is not religi-
ous? Thanks to Ramayana however,
people have started not feeling asham-
ed of being religious in public, the
success of Ramayana proves that
God is in everyone’s heart, the love
of goodness is in every heart,

How about authenticity? You seem
to have put in a lot of research: have
most people found the serial authen-
tic? Some characters, often entire
episodes, appear quite garish,

There’s no question of authenticity.
I'm trying to depict an atmosphere
that seems right. You know, I went

to H D Sankalia, the famous historian '

and archaeologist in Pune, who is
known to be an authority on that
period. He told me that Sita and the
other women then, went about top-
less. If I'd shown that, I’d have been
lynched! I'm only recreating the
image that people have in their minds
of Ram, of Sita, of Hanuman.

Take Hanuman. The popular con-
ception of Hanuman is one of a half-
monkey with a prominent tail. For
thousands of years, people have wor-
shipped him like that. Now, I couldn’t
show him without a tail, could I?
You may call it being backward,
hackneyed etc, but people must ac-
cept our Ramayana as being true.,

Your stars have become cult figures.
Audiences don’t seem to be able to
distinguish the actors from the cha-
racters they play. Don’t you think
this is an extremely foolish trend, to
set up poor Arun Govil as Ram, for
the rest of his acting career?

Yes, Ram is in trouble, he can’t even
smoke! Actors do become Gods for
Ramayana audiences, and my artistes
ask me what they should do? What
can I say? If you worship a stone, it

 becomes a symbol; so this was inevi-

table. People want to touch my feet,
naturally it creates problems for me.
But, surely one can help those people
who see an element of goodness in
you? All you have to be careful about
is not to hurt their feelings — you
can’t have double standards. My
personal personality, for instance,
has to be consistent. I've given up
doing in private what I can’t do in
public.

After Ramayana, anything you do, in
terms of creativity, is bound to be
something of an anti-climax, isn’t
it? What are your plans?

Yes, Ramayana has given me more
joy than any of my other films. I
may not be able to make a regular
film — I was planning to make
Aankhen II but now I will be restric-
ted to making something spiritual
or realistic. After all, you don’t
make films for yourself; I have to live
up to people’s expectations.
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BBC,” says Prem Sagar (one of the
several Sagar sons associated with the
serial), agitatedly. He proceeds to ex-
plain his reluctance: “You see, we
are catering to 90 crore Indians, on a
spiritual level. Nothing should dis-
turb that. If you can assure us that
no adverse comments will be publi-
shed, we shall be most honoured to
have you with us at Umbergaon.”

Umbergaon, a tiny hamlet on the
Gujarat coast, a three-hour journey
from Bombay, turns out to be utterly
charming. And Vrindavan Studios is
even more so — tucked away from
the main village (which consists of
one street), and flanked by one of
the loveliest natural beaches lined for
miles with tall, willowy saryn trees.
The landscape is beautiful and unclut-
tered, and one comes across a couple
of idlers, resting in shady groves, at
infrequent intervals.

The atmosphere inside Vrindavan
Studios has probably been infected
by the tranquil and leisurely pace of
life outside, for everyone seems re-
laxed. The customary flap-and bother
of film shootings and film studios is
notably absent, although a few mi-
nions scuttle around busily. The
others lounge around, awaiting their
turns — Papaji is immersed in plan-
ning the day’s shooting schedule, Ram
(Arun Govil), Laxman (Sunil Lahiri),
and Hanuman (Dara Singh) are being
made-up. Sita (Dipika Chikhlia) is res-
ting, with curds in her hair, in her
room, which is quaintly marked
Ashok Vatika with chalk.

It is almost lunch time when Papaji
emerges from his lair, and asks his
son, Subhash, whether the scene is
ready to be shot. Ram and Laxman
troop out towards the sets in their
tapaswi vesh (ascetic garb), faces
shining, wigs in place. Hanuman and
Sugreev, resplendent in orange satin
bloomers, gold tassles, and tons of
imitation jewellery, make their slow,
rather ponderous way to the sets,
their curly tails bobbing behind them
enthusiastically. Sita, with her hair
now washed and gleaming, and casu-
ally dressed in a pink shirt, decides to
watch the shooting, although her pre-

“It has heen difficult to maintain my image”

Arun Govil talks to Minnie Vaid-Fera

Arun Govil is undoubtedly the
focal point of Ramayana, and its
mainstay. To don the highly revered
mantle of a religious idol was formi-
dable enough; to achieve that placi-
dity and maintain that equilibrium
month after gruelling month, truly
creditable. It has always been a vir-
tuoso, if somewhat monotonous, per-
formance. But the monotony, admits
Govil ruefully, was the most challen-
ging part; he had to sustain that un-
ruffled facade throughout his perfor-
mance. And, although the uncharit-
able might jibe at the rather fatuous
and often condescending rigidity of
his dead-pan expression, they would
do well to remember that balancing
oneself on the tight-rope between
earthly and divine avataars (forms), is
no easy task. But if audience-response
is any indication, Govil has emerged
triumphant.

Maintaining his ‘holy’ image off-
screen aswell, has proved to be an un-
holy task, avers Govil. ‘I feel like an
animal in a zoo,” he groans. Although
Umbergaon has at last got accustom-
ed to its ‘divine’ stars, his fans are
still shocked by any display of ‘hu-
man’ frailty on his part, as when he
smokes a cigarette. Govil is resigned

to living in a glass-bowl, golden and

godly though it be, since his audience
fails to distinguish between Arun
Govil, the actor, and Suryavanshi
Ramchandra, his alter-ego.

Excerpts from the interview:

Imprint: You have almost been cata-
pulted into stardom; today, you are
probably as popular as Amitabh Ba-
chchan, In fact, by the very nature of
your role, you are now a cult figure.
How does it feel to be ‘superman’?

Arun Govil: Well, it is not easy to
obtain this find of fame. I would pro-
bably have achieved this kind of suc-
cess only after acting in say, 20 hit
films as a ‘solo’ hero! God has been
very kind. What more can I say? Yes,

initially it was all very thrilling — the
adulation, the reverence — now it is
just routine.

On the other hand, sometimes this
‘reverence’ bit gets uncomfortable,
especially when elderly people come
and touch my feet! I don’t know
how to react! Then, I have been told
that I will have an ‘image’ problem
after a role like Ram, but so far, I
have received - excellent responses
from commercial film-makers, with
no offers to do mythological roles.

As for being ‘superhuman’, it has
been a difficult image to maintain. I
have had to behave in a certain way,
with a certain amount of decorum.
But, it has definitely been worth it,

How do you react to the criticism,
that given this religious subject and
your kind of role, any actor would
have achieved a certain measure of
success? That the audience would re-
act favourably to a character like
Ram, and accept him?

I agree that religion plays as import-
ant a part, but an actor has to be good
in order to be accepted. Religion hel-
ped us in the sense that people were
familiar with the basic concept and
the story. After that, we had to prove
ourselves.

Ramayana is tremendously popu-
lar with each member of each and
every family. It has transcended bar-
riers of religion and community. I
will give you an example-there was
this Muslim family wherein there was
a fight over some family property.
Ramayana was only 15 episodes old
then, yet it had a profound effect on
this family — the elder brother made
a decision which was unanimously ac-
cepted by the family.

Why do you feel it has had this kind
of effect?

Ramayana has touched the hearts of
the people. You see, the life we lead
today is so fast and materialistic that
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people have no time for feelings, prin-
ciples and relationships. But these are
essential factors, Ramayana has mere-
ly removed the dust and revived these
aspects. Also, take the way Ramayana
has been produced. Papaji (Ramanand
Sagar) has consulted several versions
of the Ramayana and selected the
best from each. Then, the dialogues
he has been writing are so crystal-clear
that even kids can understand the feel-
ings which are being conveyed. This is
essential, as unless a thing is explain-
ed, it ceases to have meaning. Papaji
is a real perfectionist, he takes pains
over each frame and orders 10-15
takes if he is dissatisfied,

Yet, I have noticed from today’s
shooting, that there are definite short-
comings in the performance of char-
acters like Sugreev. Even Hanuman
seemed very loud and theatrical.
They have to be loud, after all, they
have to use their eyes alot, You must
have seen the difficulty with their
masks. . .

You must have been hampered your-
self, having to perform within the
narrow constraints of Ram’s charac-
ter — the sobriety which requires you
to underplay. . .

Yes, it has been very difficult. At first
I was quite uncomfortable, there
were too many limitations. You can-
not behave in a loud manner, you
cannot move your muscles, you have
to smile in a certain way, you have to
display piety, you cannot be emotio-

nal, except in certain scenes. That
smile in itself (smiles ruefully) was
quite something — it had to be all-
knowing, half-divine. Somehow, 1 did
it well. As for my voice, I' had to
maintain the same pitch, along with
the same kind of expression, over
lengthy periods. But 1 adjusted quite
quickly to this. Ramayana has taught
me several things, for instance, how
to give an understated yet effective
performance. :

But need your goodness only have
been depicted by that fixed, ‘divine’
smile? Wasn’t there any other way of
portraying the goodness of the char-
acter?

Well, his inherent goodness was re-
vealed not only through the smile,
but also through the facial expression.
But the smile was needed to make it
more obvious.

How much stress do you lay on pre-
paring in advance? Do you study
your role and character in detail, be-
fore performing?

I believe in spontaneous action. How-
ever, before enacting this role, I had
studied Ram’s character; I knew it.
How [ enacted it was a joint-effort
between the director and myself. Ini-
tially, he used to demonstrate every
emotion, but now he just keeps an
eye on me. Fortunately, as my me-
mory is quite good, 1 am able to just
go on to the sets and perform. Some-
times, of course, routine scenes get
mechanical. By and large, Ram’s
character is very straightforward. As
far as its interpretation is concerned,
I have only added my personal touch,
almost unknowingly.

Are you religious? Had you read the
Ramayana earlier on?

Yes, | had read it while in school — 1
used to read it for half an hour each
morning. But T am not overly religi-
ous, although I believe in God, of
course,

How were you seleéted to play Ram?
Well, I badly wanted to play Ram, so
I approached Papaji. Since I had play-

ed Vikram in Prem Sagar’s Vikram
aur Betaal, 1 was screen tested, and of
course, very thrilled when he selected
me. I was worried, however, about
how I was going to portray Ram
successfully.

Do you feel that the serial has done
justice to the epic? Don’t you feel
the quality of the production could
have been better — the sets a little
less artificial, the monsters a little
more credible, for example, like
those in Walt Disney’s films?

I don’t think that any compromises
have been made in terms of produc-
tion quality. The sets are good, and if
a single shot has required an entire
shift, it has been done. As far as tech-
nology goes, we have yet to reach the
advanced level of Disney films. But
then, do you think that Disney films
have to consider economic viability?
Of course, things could have been
done in a more imaginative way — you
can always improve quality. Even
masterpieces can be improved. But,
on the whole, I feel that Papaji has

‘done justice to the epic. In fact, in

some places, he has gone beyond!

Most television celebrities have soon
discovered the highly transient na-
ture of success on television. Do you
share the same fear?

You mean, out of sight, out of mind?
Somehow, I do not think that will
happen in Ramayana’s case. The story
is timeless, and our video cassette
sale has been phenomenal. 1 don’t
think any other serial, unless it is re-
ally extraordinary, can ever be as
smashing a hit as Ramayana.

You are going to have to be quite
choosy now, aren’t you, in order to
live up to your audience’s expect-
ations of your future roles?

(Grins knowingly) Sure. If I do any-
thing without considering it carefully,
it might backfire. 1 am being more

_ choosy. I have completed a few of

my old films and taken on some new
ones. But, I will not be bothered
about any image-problems I might
have until they occur.
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sence is not required till late evening.

Studio No 1 (there are three in
the compound) is vast and cavernous.
In fact, quite literally so — tall struc-
tures, made to resemble enormous
caves (Sugreev’s depleted kingdom),
form the backdrop for the day’s
shooting. The caves are offset by
rows of closely-packed lights, strung
just above the locale. As the sets
begin to fill with artistes, technicians,
spot boys, make-up men and assist-
ants, Sita, sitting next to Papaji near
the video monitor, asks me conspira-
torially, “It’s like a school play, isn’t
it? Most film shootings are so boring,
but Ramayana’s isn’t.’ As Sugreev
and Riche (the bear) take their places,
later marked with chalk, Laxman re-
hearses his lines aloud. He groans
about the Sanskrit shloka that he has
to learn and repeatedly asks Papaji
about its correct pronounciation.
Papaji at once begins singing the
shloka soulfully — “Laxman, try and
sing it, you’ll remember it better.”
He requests Ram, who has been lis-
tening quietly, to help Laxman. “Yeh
jalebi jaisa tedha hai, ise kaise seedha
karun,”’ says Ram playfully.

IT IS SOON TIME for him to don his
‘divine’ mask — his half-smile intact,
his facial expression benign and calm.
Papaji is shooting short, remaining
portions of an episode which is to be
telecast barely five days hence, “Nor-
mally we shoot six seven episodes in
advance, but sometimes, things are
left until the very last moment; these
small shots are very time-consuming,”
he grumbles good-naturedly.

His good humour endures right
through the next three hours of
shooting — he is seldom cross or im-
patient. Ram and Sugreev practise
embracing one another, Sugreev re-
hearses his lines, Ram suddenly mak-
es a monkey-face at him — the rehe-
arsal dissolves in laughter.

The shot is soon ready for ‘taking’
— Ram delivers his lines flawlessly,
in that familiar, low-pitched mono-
tone. Sugreev stares at Ram fixedly,
prompting Papaji to ask himto ‘react’
to what Ram is saying to him. The

“Sita has heen my hest role so far”

Dipika Chikhlia speaks to Minnie Vaid-Fera.

Your first impression of her is that
she is amazingly petite and pretty.
Later, you realise she is also incredib-
ly predictable. Dipika Chikhlia, or
rather Sita, is enthusiastically eulogis-

tic — Ramayana is the best serial on

air, Umbergaon was a fantastic expe-
rience, the Sagar unit was one big
happy family, Sita was her best role,
Papaji (Ramanand Sagar) was a de-
voted director. . . Her animated en-
thusiasm is understandable — Dipika
seems essentially simple, and eminent-
ly biddable. Not for her the intellec-
tual internalisation of a complex role,
or an indepth study of its ramifica-
tions — she just goes onto the sets, is
briefed by the director, and recites
her lines. And is thrilled, as is her
audience, with the result.

Off-stage, she is ‘deeply religious’,
friendly, and chatters away amiably
with anyone who cares to talk to her.
Excerpts from the interview:

Imprint: How does it feel to be a “liv- .

ing legend’?

Dipika Chikhlia: Initially, I did not
realise the importance of my role.
Only now have I become aware of
its tremendous importance. It is a
role which thousands of actresses
would love to play. It has given me
more recognition than six years of
acting in movies has — it has been
worthwhile playing Sita.

How were you selected for this plum
role?

I had acted in serials like Dada Dadi
Ki Kahani, Vikram Aur Betaal, Katha-
sagar, Rishte Nate . . . Later, having
been recommended to Papaji, I did
three screen tests for the role of Sita.
At first, there were a lot of controver-
sies regarding Ramayana — people
were not sure as to whether it would
really take off. But the telecast of
the first few episodes proved that it
was not just ordinary stuff.

| How did you prepare yourself for this

. role; how did you internalise it? Did

it require a lot of homework?

Not really. I had to read the Rama-
yana, of course, as part of my prepa-
rations. Earlier, I had read it as one
might read a novel — now [ read it,
keeping the role of Sita in mind.

What was the Umbergaon experience
like? Your work there is almost over,
isn’t it?

Yes, it is. But, in the last six months,
I spent almost 25 days each month,
at Umbergaon. Initially, it was quite
problematic — after all, it was a re-
mote place, it took time to get used
to it. When we first came here, one
could not even get bread and butter!
Now, thanks to the Ramayana unit,
you get ice-creams and soft drinks
too!

What about the unit itself? Being
closeted in such a ‘primitive’ envi-
ronment could have led to boredom,
even friction. Were there any pro-
blems with co-stars and colleagues?
What was a typical day at Umbergaon
like?

The unit was just like one big family
— everyone was engrossed in roles.
They discussed nothing else. I feel
one works better in such an atmos-
phere. There were no hassles or ego-
clashes at all. In fact, I share a good
rapport with Arun Govil — he has
no hangups whatsoever.

Our shooting schedule was quite
erratic — we would begin at 12:20-1
pm and shoot through the night, some-
times, even until the early hours of
the morning. Of course, I spent a lot
of time just waiting around. Occasion-
ally, I would do some knitting or
reading. Before the monsoon, we
would play badminton on a makeshift
court or we would go for long walks
on the lovely beach. (This, she admits
frankly, was only in the beginning;
the novelty of a deserted beach soon
wore off.) Of course, when there’s

>
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nothing to do, it does occasionally
get boring.

Did you ever anticipate receiving the
kind of response Ramayana has
evoked?

The response from fans is unbeliev-
able! When I go to parties, elderly
people touch my feet. . . it is so em-
barrassing. Once, when 1 attended a
havan (puja) at Papaji’s house, a wo-
man came and touched my feet — she
was part of the sophisticated crowd,
mind you. The fans find it impossible
to believe that Ram (Arun Govil) is
married to someone other than me! I
mean, no one can accept us as artistes!

Isn’t this going to create problems
for you — this kind of typecasting or
‘religious’ stereotyped image?
I do not think so. Everything fades
| away. Why, only six years ago, direc-
tors used to tell me that I would do
well only in westernised roles — to-
day, I' am famous all over India as
Sita. Of course, earlier I was not all
that popular. I think I would like to
retain my Sita image, or rather, the
Indianised image.

Why do you feel Ramayana has achiev-
ed the popularity and success it has?

1 think the success is basically due to
the audience’s shraddha (devotion).
The Ramayana is part of our culture.
I feel the serial has done justice to

the epic, and although we always had
the religious audience, we have also
won over the movie audience. Rama-
yana is educative without being bor-
ing; it’s more message-oriented than
the run-of-the-mill movie, but in a
glamorous way. It is a big hit with
kids too., But, ultimately, you have
to have shraddha while watching it,
otherwise it is like watching any other
film.

How do you react to the criticism
that Ramayana exploits the religious
sentiments of its vast audiences?
(Not quite understanding) As it has
a positive approach, it is fantastic. I
mean, it is not doing any harm. In
fact, it’s teaching people several values
— people tell us how their children
have started imitating Ram, for exam-
ple, by pressing their feet after watch-
ing the serial.

What about the other criticisms level-
led against Ramayana — that it is
slow-moving and has gaudy, garish
sets and ‘tinsel’ miracles?
Well, actually, I have been so involved
in it that I am not the right person to
comment. But, (quite angrily,) Rama-
yana is not Star Wars! Today, especial-
ly in-a city like Bombay, you have to
rush around eternally. But in those
days, thousands of years ago, nobody
came rushing in and out — their ac-
tions were slow. You cannot have
Ram dancing like Jeetendra, can you?
(A trifle defiantly) I think Rama-
yana is one of the best serials on air;
thousands have told me so, as well. It
has the best sets, the best costumes, a
director who is so utterly devoted,
and who looks after every minute de-
tail. Then, each actor suits his role —
Ram looks like Ram — and has given
a fine performance.

Has Sita béen your best role so far?
Do you feel you have done justice to
it?

I think I have done very well. I have

- always wanted an Indian image, I am

glad I got it. Sita has been my best
role so far, and I will remember it for
the rest of my life.

camera remains in operation during
the interruption. Subhash Sagar later
discloses that all irrelevant or faulty
portions are later erased. It seems a
time-saving if somewhat extravagant
style of functioning.

Pieces of sugared coconut are pas-
sed around, while Hanuman gets re-
ady for his shot. A diminutive make-
up man pats the monkey-mask into
place, while a spot-boy gingerly wipes
the perspiration from Hanuman’s
massive frame. “Dadaji, hat lagao,
hat!”’ booms Papaji. Hanuman adjusts
his golden crown, while Papaji looks
on in amusement. “How innocent
our Hanuman is,” he tells Sita, sotfo
voce. “He’s damn cute,” she agrees
coyly. Hanuman recites his lines jer-
kily and steps back as the camera
zooms in on Ram. It is a powerful
scene, full of emotion and drama.
Ram mouths his dialogues impressi-
vely, and in the same tenor declares
that ““iske aage mujhe dialogue bilkul
yaad nahin.”” The camera switches off
while he begins rehearsing, once
again, f

Meanwhile, Papaji chats with Sita,
sips her tea, and plays with some lit-
tle girls from the audience — solemn-
ly he goes over to one of the ‘mon-
key’ men hanging around, detaches
his ‘tail’, and presents it to one of the
young girls.

Ram, having memorised his part
quickly, enacts it with aplomb — his
voice, unlike his customary dulcet
tones, rises emotionally, accompani-
ed by a definite hint of tears. Tears
also glisten (assisted by a few drops
of glycerine) in his eyes as he remini-
sces about Sita’s devoted care of him,
and then he vows to rescue her from
her predicament. The shot is ‘okayed’
quickly to the accompaniment of
enthusiastic applause. “‘Beautiful
shot,” gushes Sita, while Papaji sniffs
in sympathy, and pulling out a hand-
kerchief, noisily blows his nose.
“Wah, beta, wah,” he enthuses, going
over to pat Ram vigorously, and em-
bracing him in silent congratulation.
“The whole country will cry next
Sunday,” an onlooker pipes in. Pa-
paji warmly agrees.
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IT IS NOW LAXMAN’S TURN. He
has word-perfected his Sanskrit shlo-
ka, yet, unfamiliarity with the inton-
ation makes him fumble a couple of
times. “Aankh mein pani, dil mein
dard.” instructs Papaji, in a singsong,
mournful voice. The completion of
this shot heralds a very welcome
lunch-break. i

Papaji leads the way to a shed-like
edifice at the rear of the studio,
which houses the unit’s kitchen and
long rows of wooden tables. The
lunch is simple and vegetarian, and
the latter point is emphasised several
times. “‘I also don’t smoke or drink
these days; in fact,  haven’t ever since
Ramayana began,” Papaji informs me
solemnly. Hanuman, his mask now
thankfully removed, regales the table
with anecdotes of his wrestling days,
long, long ago. Friendly though a tri-
fle shy, Dara Singh seems a little too
old to be the energetic and all-power-
ful Hanuman, although his director
feels he fits the role like a glove. Age
notwithstanding, Hanuman is going
to be an increasingly popular figure
in the serial in the days to come, es-
pecially with children.

Contentedly chewing supari, Papaji
reclines in his room for a post-lunch,
semi-siesta and agrees to answer fur-
ther questions. How is the serial be-
ing financed? What is the cost break-
down per episode? What is its adver-
tising revenue? Papaji wrinkles his
nose as if in disgust. “You want to
question me on Ramayana’s finan-
ces?”” he shudders. “I don’t know
anything about them — why do you
want to know about such an irrelev-
ant part of my work?” he exclaims
scornfully.

The reaction is almost identical to
that of his son, Prem Sagar, in Bom-
bay. “Ramayana and money? How
can you talk about them in the same
breath? Ramayana’s costs cannot be
estimated, they are too large. I can’t
give you any details. But let me tell
you, only a lion-hearted man like my
father can make a serial like this,” he
comes to a halt, his chest heaving,
several pitying glances later. But why
is it such a top secret? Are the profits

“People can identify with Laxman”

Sunil Lahiri as Laxman, the ‘better’ role.

Sunil Lahiri is Ramayana’s angry
young man — a period Amitabh Bach-
chan. He fights Rain’s battles, both
verbal and military, defends him,
champions him, loyally supports him,
and slavishly cares for him and his
wife, Sita. On screen, that is. Off-
screen, Lahiri carries a slight chip on
his shoulder vis-a-vis his role and
Ram’s. Although he admits that “Off-
stage, Arun Govil has really been
like an older brother, guiding me all
the while,” Laxman, or rather Lahiri,
takes pains to inform you that his
role is as important as Ram’s, in the
overall scheme of things. In fact, it is
even better, as it has more shades to
it than the staid and sober, godlike
colours of the pivotal character, Ram.

Lahiri is, however, refreshingly
natural, unassuming, and amicable.
Excerpts from the interview:

Imprint: How do you rate your inter-
pretation and experience of the char-
acter of Laxman?

Sunil Lahiri: It is a great feeling. It is
also inspiring — I have been putting
in more work, trying to achieve more,
Laxman’s is a very challenging role,
but the challenge here is that apart
from the knowledge gained from
reading the Ramayana, you have no
other prior knowledge of how to
actually play your role. So then, you
have discussions, like I did, with Pa-
paji. He taught me the variations of
my role as Laxman — obedient, emo-
tional, honest, faithful, loyal, and de-
voted to Ram (whom he looked
upon as God) but also capable of an-
ger, and even cheekiness.

You have once said that Laxman’s
was a more powerful role than even
Ram’s. Would you care to elaborate?
Yes, I did say that Laxman’s role was
better, in the sense that Laxman’s is
an extreme character, and he is cap-
able of several emotions, including
anger. Ram, on the other hand, can
only depict subtle emotions. Also,

Pl

don’t forget that Laxman goes thro-
ugh all that Ram and Sita do, but
without sharing his sorrows or pro-
blems with anyone.

I have never wanted to play Ram
and 1 have never felt my role to be
subordinate. Also, our audiences are
different and distinct. Most of my
fans are youngsters and people can
identify with me, which they can’t
with Ram. Ram and Laxman are two
extremes — ice and fire — neither is
secondary. My role has its own indi-
vidual charm and appeal.

Was it difficult to prepare for such a
role? ;
Well, at first Idid not have a 100 per
cent idea of what my role entailed:
today, I know several details.

Moreover, I feel that spontaneous
acting is better than advance prepar-
ation. I must give a lot of credit to
the director — we don’t need to pre-
pare. He has often told us: learn your
lines and come to me. He then ex-
plains entire scenes. My contributions
have generally been on-the-spot, in
terms of expressions, certain move-
ments, and gestures.

It is not always possible to get the
script earlier; Papaji reworks the de-
tails till he is completely satisfied and
often there are last-minute changes.
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He is a perfectionist — I think that’s
an admirable quality.

You have a theatre background, don’t
* you? How did you land the role of
Laxman?

Yes, I used to perform in Hindi plays
" for Majma. Then I worked in Naxali-
tes for K A Abbas, and also in Vik-
ram Aur Betaal and Dada Dadi Ki
Kahani. Papaji asked me to keep in
touch, and then, I was screen tested
for Laxman, and selected.

What feedback have you received
from the audience?

I do not think any serial has been as
popular as Ramayana — we had a
show in Talkatora stadium where
we were welcomed by thousands of
fans. I was so moved and happy that
tears came to my eyes.

Imagewise, I don’t think I will get
typecast. I have just completed a role
in Nari Hira’s Jazira, which was quite
a contrast to Laxman. [ have also
played a teenage lover-boy in Phir
Aayi Barsaat. Of course, | can’t deny
that Laxman has given me a good im-
age, although remarkably, I have not
yet been approached to play a my-
thological role. I think that’s because
Laxman is an individual: he is fun,
cheeky, angry. Ram is godlike, where-
as Laxman is more human.

What do you see as Ramayana’s basic
strengths?

Ramayana has taught people all about
devotion, respect, family relation-
ships, and so on. Then, the language
used is pure Sanskritised Hindi,
which has taught convent-educated
kids a thing or two. Children have
started calling their parents Pitashree
and Matashree, instead of the usual
‘Daddy’ and ‘Mummy’. (One suspects
that is more tongue-in-cheek than
filial.) We are trying to portray our
basic culture.

I do not think people will forget
Ramayana — the demand for the vi-
deo cassettes will remain strong. As
long as Indians believe in religion,
they will want to see Ramayana again
and again.

so incalculably large ( a rumoured
Rs 3 lakh per episode) that its bene-
ficiaries fight shy of disclosing the
actual figures? Papaji does not deign
to reply. Financial matters hold no
interest for him, he informs you
again, accusingly. Pride makes him
add, a little later, that Ramayana
provides Doordarshan with a tenth of
its total revenue (the actual figure is
near Rs 1 crore a month, he says), He
further claims that Doordarshan has
135 advertisers on its waiting-list for
the serial. This seems entirely plau-
sible, given the fact that any Rama-
yana telecast is normally preceded by
at least 32-35 advertisements. That is
all the ‘financial’ information Papaji
is willing to proffer. Envious colle-
agues, viewers, and journalists, can
draw their own conclusions about
the serial’s monetary gains. However,
in the aftermath of Ramayana’s re-
cord-breaking financial success, Pa-
paji is fairly confident of Doordar-
shan granting him an extension, al-
though he prefaces his remarks with
a “‘Let’s wait and see. If God wishes
it, we can continue.” The serial,
which he says will probably end with
the Sundar Kand, may just prolong
itself for a lengthier period of time,
God and Doordarshan willing.

WHILE RAMAYANA'’S FUTURE re-

surrection will be joyously hailed by

its indiscriminate viewers — a captive
audience which lacks the courage to
simply switch it off when it is exces-
sively lengthy or boring — the desira-
bility of such an eventuality is extre-
mely suspect. As it is, in his fiery zeal
to remain faithful to the epic, Papaji
incorporated several events in micro-
scopic detail, by monotonous camera
movements. If Ram touched the feet
of one of the matas, so did Laxman,
in the very next shot, followed by
Sita in the third. Following Ram’s
banishment, Bharat had tears almost
fixed in place, episode after tearful
episode, for about six weeks at a
stretch. Bharat’s subsequent obstin-
acy at the Forest Council, which was
presided over by Raja Janak, is yet
another minor example of details
carried to extreme lengths. Both
Bharat and Ram stand firm in their
conflicting resolves. Janak, the arbi-
ter, begins his speeches. As soon as
he utters a sentence in Bharat’s fa-
vour, the camera cuts in, in swift suc-
cession, to focus on the anticipatory
joy on the three mothers’ faces, Lax-
man’s face, Sita’s face, Shatrughan’s
face, the Minister’s face, and of cour-
se, Bharat’s face. The next sentence,
loaded on Ram’s side, leads to dis-
mayed expressions, once again on
Bharat’s face, Laxman’s face . . . This
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‘reaction’ mania seems to be rampant
in the Ramayana unit; the ploy is re-
peated again and again, regardless of
the demands of the situation. One
does not question the authenticity of
the scenes described above — the epic
itself quite probably devotes as much,
or perhaps more time to each event.
What is galling is the total absence of
creative selectivity and interpretation.

To take a recent example, when
Hanuman carries Ram and Laxman
on either shoulder, it is enough for
this miraculous feat to be shown
once, or maybe, twice. Does one re-
ally have to watch Hanuman’s en-
larged frame against a changing back-
drop for the next few minutes, in
order to appreciate his strength?
These are, of course, queries that can
never be posed to the Sagars. Criti-
cism of any sort is anathema to those
who are fed on a daily diet of ful-
some praise and soaring profits. To
break free from the traditional and
familiar Ramlila style of theatrical
depiction, to innovatively explore
newer possibilities of interpretation,
to use unique techniques of produc-
tion, hardly rate as high priorities.

What could possibly have been a
sensitive and commanding portrayal
of an equally commanding epic, has
instead been put together rather like
an ice cream sundae — with a dollop
of values, several scoops of religion,
drama and emotion, topped off with
educative discourses on duty, love
and friendship. The gooey mixture,
palatable as it is, will be lapped up by
eager multitudes.

For most of Ramayana’s audien-
ces, familiarity does not breed con-
tempt — in fact, the introduction of
revolutionary ideas that could dis-
turb preconceived attitudes would
prove disastrous. In the absence of
any choice, any treatment of such a
topic is both welcome and popular.
This popularity, as far as Ramayana’s
makers are concerned, is the clinch-
ing factor — if the serial is so pheno-
menally popular, it is necessarily as
sacrosanct as the epic from which it
is derived, and, like Caesar’s wife,
beyond comment. *

BOUQUETS AND BRICKBATS

Imprint ascertains viewers’ Views.

I have seen very few episodes of
Ramayana. To me, the entire visual
representation is kitsch — the kind
found on cheap calendars. On the
whole, the serial strikes me a$s being a
strange combination of the folk thea-

tre of rural areas, the company theatre -

of the urban areas, and calendar art.
The serial has gained popularity be-
cause people feel very comfortable
and familiar viewing it as it has the
finish of a typical Hindi film, yet, is
presented in the Ramlila style.

In the present socio-political situ-
ation, there has been a complete de-

terioration of public and private mo-
rality. Our social institutions (family,
marriage etc) are under undue strain;
politically, too, we are quite de-stabil-
ised. So people are in search of some-
thing to focus their faith on. In such
a state of affairs, Ramayana, which
depicts a very simplified and uncom-
plicated way of life, was instantane-
ously accepted by people as a source
of great comfort and reassurance. But
personally, [ do not think that the
makers are doing any justice to this
great epic at all.

Govind Nihalani, cinema director.

The treatment of the theme in
Ramayana is neither very experimen-
tal or modernistic, nor very conserva-
tive, The director has tried to maintain
the spirit of mythology, and yet, at
places, there is a clear message for the
modern society. Through several epi-
sodes in the serial, he has tried to
make an oblique comment on the pre-
sent education system and has also at-
tempted to define the concept of an
ideal ruler.

People have criticised the serial, its
melodrama, and artificiality of cos-
tumes. But one must understand that
the serial follows the tradition of
Ramilila, a folk theatre form, which
relies heavily on the element of exag-
geration. As for the authenticity of
costumes, we must not forget that
Ramayana is not a historical docu-
ment, but a pure mythological legend.
To that extent, the serial has definite-
ly captured the spirit of the great epic.

Dharamvir Bharati, editor of
‘Dharmayug’.

The director seems to have missed
the profundity of the epic and has in-
stead given us a seemingly never-end-
ing soap opera, that too, badly done!

Nalini Desai, housewife.

I think the entire serial is really
awful. People are hesitant to give
honest opinions because they do not
want to offend religious sentiments,
and also because they fear the ‘wrath’
of Hindu Gods. The common man
must be definitely impressed by the
‘special effects’, but on the whole, the
serial lacks quality, good perform-
ance, and has been shabbily produced.
It could have been a very sensitive,
authentic, and religious serial; but this
is a very hopeless version of the great
epic and a shameless emotional ex-
ploitation ,of gullible people. Also, it
was really ridiculous of the director
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to present the video cassettes ot
Ramayana to the President of India.
It is really a pity that we have missed

- a wonderful opportunity and wasted

a brilliant and beautiful epic!

Dolly Thakore, columnist and TV
critic.

Ramayana appears to be a ludi-
crous exercise in sentimentality. Who
is the director trying to fool, with
those card-board sets and over-fed,
painted actors? At best, it is like a
comic book come to life, which may
just succeed in amusing my three-year
old nephew.

Gayatri Pendse, college student.

Ramayana is a very popular epic-
story that has given some permanent
values to our society. Therefore, what-
ever the form of presentation, it is
bound to inspire people and have a
mass appeal. Although this serial fails
to be authentic and sublime, it never-
theless appeals to the cultural stan-
dards of the present generation.

Pandit Narendra Sharma, poet and
lyricist.

If epics are to be dramatised or
televised, they must be interpreted to
suit today’s context. Serials such as
Ramayana are truly appalling: fall of
excessive ‘effects’, opulent images,
and silly gimmicks, rather like The
Arabian Nights. The value of such se-
rials should be analysed, and their ac-
tual content examined. I wonder why

today’s generation of supposedly
modern-minded adults is tolerating
such a serial.

Chitra Palekar, actress and script
writer.

I have never bothered to watch this
serial.

Kaifi Azmi, dialogue-writer, lyricist
and Urdu poet.

I do not have a television, but I
make it a point to watch Ramayana
at my neighbours’ place. I enjoy all
the exciting events. It is as paisa
vasool as watching an Amitabh Bach-
chan film,

Laxmanrao Pawar, végetable vendor.

Ramayana is like a refresher course
for all youngsters today. The produc-
tion of the serialis not slick at all and
leaves a lot to be desired. For in-
stance, in most of the darbar scenes,
they have used many cut-outs which
are a rather shoddy short-cut for a
subject as sublime as this. Even trick
photography, which is quite simple
for a medium like television, has not
been carried out perfectly.

But the theme of the epic compen-
sates for it all. The pure Sanskritised
language of the serial is a very pleas-
ant change from the Hindustani spo-
ken today. The varying hues of hu-
man relationships portrayed, provide
a very profound insight into Indian
culture and the duties and commit-
ments of people in society.

The serial has been successful in
introducing the epic to people from
other religions as well.

Satish Shah, popular film and
TV actor.

I regard Ramayana as a creditable

endeavour at national integration. Se- -

rials are not usually able to transcend
the language barrier. In this case,
Ram, the central character, does not
belong to a Punjabi or Tamilian fam-
ily; he rises above these mundane di-
visions; and serves to unite the view-
ers. At present, we have no heroat the

all-India level; no ideal figure to'in-
spire the younger generation. Perhaps
the revival of Ramayana in a televised
version might serve to proyide an
ideal character, and some ideal rela-
tionships could be emulated by the
present generation.

Vibha Purandare, former English lec-
turer and a keen reader of the epics.

I think it is quite wrong to televise
a Hindu religious epicin times such as
these. This particular version, appar-
ently based on Tulsidas’ Ramayana,
is more anti-women than the others.

I think the dramatisation of myths
and epics invariably vulgarises the is-
sues, allows falsifications to creep in,
and serves no useful function.

Sonal Shukla, writer and columnist.

From the little that I have seen of
Ramayana, 1 feel the whole set-up —
the sets, the actors, their costumes,
etc, — look terribly artificial.

Nirmala Mathan, a prominent
media personality.

I haven’t watched the serial my-
self, but I(know my car-mechanic,
who is a Muslim, has now begun clos-
ing his garage on Sundays, because he
says he enjoys watching Ramayana
with his family.

Murli Manohar Joshi, a BJP leader
and a professor in Physics at the
Allahabad University. J
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By Madhu Dandavate

THE SEARGH FOR A
NATIONAL ALTERNATIVE

“There is a growing-restlessness among the people to find an alternative focus of political loyalty;
there is a discernible trend amongst political parties to respond to the people’s need for a national

alternative,” says Madhu Dandavate.

Can the Opposition succeed in posing a viable national alternative to the ruling party? MADHU
DANDAVATE analyses the current state of the Opposition forces and discusses

the Congress (I) in 1984, follow-
ing the assassination of Mrs
Indira Gandhi, was more an expres-
sion of mass sympathy than a popular
mandate for a government with dis-
tinctive policies and programmes.
The new Prime Minister repeatedly
announced that he would offer a clean
government and foster a work culture
in the country, to build a new India.
The Rajiv euphoria continued for
quite a while.One after another, vari-
ous ‘accords’ were signed to settle
problems, pertaining to Punjab,
Assam, and more recently, Sri Lanka
— all with little effect. However, due
to the lack of a political will and
foresightedness to tackle these prob-
lems, and in the absence of any com-
mitment to a firm policy and pro-
gramme with a definite direction, the
process of a drift away from the
Centre has begun. The initial eupho-
ria of the new regime has started to
dissipate — a logical consequence of a
policy of ad-hocism, coupled with a
fire-brigade approach, which relied
on the implementation of short-term
remedial measures rather than on
long-term preventive steps.
These circumstances still exist, and
the consequences are grave. Punjab

T HE HUGE MAJORITY won by

the need for unity.

continues to bleed, and Assam re-
mains in turmoil. Today, the problem
of unemployment has become more
acute and inflation has increased a lot:
various sections like the peasants,
workers, teachers, and the artisans are
seething with discontent; communal
and caste tensions have accentuated;
and the exposure of corruption in high
places 'in connection with several con-
troversies — Fairfax, Bofors and the
West German Submarine Deal — have
further eroded the credibility of Mr
Rajiv Gandhi’s Government. The fact
that the Prime Minister had to submit
a written statement to Parliament, to
clarify that he and his family mem-
bers had not received any consider-
ation from Bofors on account of the
Howitzer deal, reduced the goings-
on in Delhi to a pathetic level. A legiti-
mate question that was posed was —
whom does the Prime Minister repre-
sent in Parliament? His family, or his
Government?

As if the socio-economic problems
were not enough of a challenge, Mr
Rajiv Gandhi got himself deeply in-
volved in the Prime Minister-Presi-
dent controversy, with regard to the
implementation of Article 78 of the
Constitution which clearly lays down
the duties of the Prime Minister in re-

lation to the supply of information
by him to the President, whenever it
is sought. The controversy shook the
Government, and on the eve of the
Presidential elections, the Govern-
ment was gripped with the fear that
the President could be instrumental
in Mr Rajiv Gandhi losing his seat. The
suspense that was created continued
for a long time.

Before the cloud of uncertainty
created by this controversy could be
cleared, new scandals like Fairfax,
Bofors, and the Submarine Deal, ap-
peared on the scene. Not only Parlia-
ment, but the whole country was
alarmed and bewildered by the alleg-
ations of corruption in high ranks. As
far as the credibility of the Govern-
ment was concerned, these allegations
proved to be the proverbial straw that
broke the camel’s back. More than
the strength of the Government, its
credibility is the true index of the
people’s faith and confidence in the
regime. And when that was shaken,
the debate about who could provide
the national alternative at the Centre,
gained ground.

VERY OFTEN, there is a tendency
to view the alternative in terms of
personalities. We must not forget that
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during Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru’s life-
time too, the question posed was —
after Nehru, who? Following the
death of Nehru, when Mr Lal Bahadur
Shastri took over the reigns of the
Government, he was considered a
lack-lustre Prime Minister, incapable
of instilling confidence in vast sec-
tions of the population. However, dur-
ing the 1965 Indo-Pak War, Shastri
proved his ability to face the chal-
lenge, and the short-statured Prime
Minister rose to great heights and
received popular acclaim. He demon-
strated that whoever successfully
faces the challenge confronting him,
is in a position to provide the
alternative,

Winston Churchill proved the
same in the Britain of the 40s. During
that tumultuous period, Mr Chamber-
lain was heading the British Govern-
ment., The nation was disillusioned
about his policies vis-a-vis defence
and the war. This disillusionment was
also echoed in the House of Com-
mons. When Mr Herbert Morrison
moved an adjournment motion
against the Government, several mem-

bers of the ruling party voted for it.
Chamberlain regarded this as a cen-
sure against his Government, and re-
signed. Thereafter, a national Govern-
ment headed by Churchill, a relative
back-bencher, was formed. His forti-
tude and courage enabled him to face

When the Janata Party
approached the electorate in
1977, no voter ever asked
any guestions about who
would head the Janata
Government at the Centre.
The electorate was guided by
the sole consideration that it
was the Janata Party that
had faced the challenge of
the Emergency, and it must
be that party to which the
nation must be entrusted.

«3 i

At the recent Opposition

rai in Suragjkund, Haryana.

the challenge of the war, and lead
England to victory.

In India, the political situation of
1977 contains a lesson for those who
are striving to build a national alterna-
tive. In the General Electionsof 1977,
the central issue was to face the chal-
lenge of the Emergency and restore
democracy. The various opposition
parties, which had combined to form
the Janata Party, faced an arduous
task. After the release of several of its
members from various jails in which
they had been detained during the
Emergency, the leaders and ranks of
the opposition parties had little time
to forge an organisational alliance of
their forces, or to raise the requisite
resources to campaign for their candi-
dates. Some leaders in the Opposition
were hesitant to participate in elec-
tions held at such short notice, and
felt that rather than a national alter-
native being able to emerge out of the
elections, Mrs Indira Gandhi would
manage to secure victory for her
party, and then this would legitimise
the Emergency. The only missing link
in the logic of this argument was the
lack of a proper understanding of the
pulse of the people.

The opposition parties which had
merged to form the Janata Party in
1977, had faced the challenge of the
Emergency. They had actively parti-
cipated in the JP movement against
authoritarianism and corruption in
the Government in the pre-Emergency
period. When the Janata Party ap-
proached the electorate in 1977, no
voter ever asked any questions about
who would head the Janata Govern-
ment at the Centre. The electorate
was guided by the sole consideration
that it was the Janata Party that had
faced the challenge of the Emergency,
and it must be that party to which
the nation must be entrusted. How-
ever, in the midst of the unprecedent-
ed upsurge in the number of voters
during 1977, it could not be denied
that opposition parties like the CPI
(M), Akali Dal, Forward Bloc, RSP,
Workers and Peasants Party, amongst
others, also stood by the Janata
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Party,and consequently, the Congress
(I) could not capitalise on any split-

ting of the votes for the Opposition.

The present search for a national
alternative must be viewed against
this background. There is a growing
restlessness among the people to find
an alternative focus of political loy-
alty; there is a discernible trend
amongst the political parties to res-
pond to the people’s need for a na-
tional alternative. Past history has
clearly shown that whenever efforts
for political consolidation have be-
come bogged down in the manipula-
tive politics of expediency, the pro-
cess of consolidation has hardly suc-
ceeded. In 1977, the National Alter-
native did not emerge out of summit
politics. The unity of action was ef-
fectively forged in the joint struggle
against the Emergency. There was also
the widest possible unity on the ur-
gent need to restore democracy. This
broad objective overshadowed all
marginal differences, and as a result,
a large coalition could be formed.

TODAY, THE SITUATION bears
some resemblance to the past, but at
the same time, some new factors have
emerged which cannot be ignored in
any plans to forge opposition unity
as a potential national alternative.
Some strains have been developing in
the unity of the Opposition. It is de-
sirable to face the situation with a
determination to find a solution, than
to evade the reality. At present, the
political scenario of the Opposition is
such, that at one end of the political
spectrum, there are the communists
and their allies who refuse to join any

front of which the BJP is a constitu- |

ent; at the other end is the BJP which
is involved in an acrimonious debate
with the communists and their allies,
but has joined the combination of
opposition parties which was forged
at the recent conclave at Surajkund.
Then there is the group of dissident
or expelled Congressmen, led by Mr
V P Singh, who have only recently
organised themselves and formed the
Jan Morcha. It is a forum, and its

members claim that it is not a politi-
cal party. But, there are some indica-
tions that the Jan Morcha may con-
vert itself into a party, and this will
not be surprising. Spokesmen from
the Jan Morcha have announced that
in future, they will carry on their cam-

It cannot be denied that

'Mr V P Singh has made a
significant contribution in the
Opposition’s campaign against
corruption. He has
demonstrated that, not
withstanding the earlier
projection of Mr Rajiv Gandhi
as ‘Mr Clean’, vast sections of
the people consider Mr V P
Singh as a symbol of the fight
for cleanliness in public life
and administration.

paigns against corruption and other
forms of injustice, only from the plat-
form of the Jan Morcha. It is probable
that Mr Singh has ingeniously devised
this new forum in order to steer clear
of the controversy between the com-
munists and the BJP. However, as the
tempo of the campaign and struggle
grows, Mr V P Singh’s Jan Morcha
will have to come to grips with the
political reality, and abandon this
neutral stance. It cannot be denied
that Mr V P Singh has made a signifi-
cant contribution in the Opposition’s
campaign against corruption. He has
demonstrated that, notwithstanding
the earlier projection of Mr Rajiv
Gandhi as ‘Mr Clean’, vast sections of
the people consider Mr V P Singh as
a symbol of the fight for cleanliness
in public life and administration. Mr
Singh’s campaign in different parts of
the country is drawing huge crowds.
One does not know how much of this
can be transformed into electoral sup-
port to build a national alternative.
But the support of the masses, especi-
ally that of the peasantry and the
working class, has undoubtedly lent a

Notable Opposition leaders who assembled at Vijayawada in May ‘83.
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sharper edge to the campaign against
corruption.

THERE IS ANOTHER ASPECT of
the emerging ‘V P Singh phenome-
non’, as it is being picturesquely de-
scribed. Following the debates in Par-
liament on Fairfax, Bofors, and the
West German Submarine Deal, the
voice of dissent has grown perceptibly
within the Congress (I). The most
vocal have openly joined forces with
Mr V P Singh. There are others who
are sitting on the fence, awaiting the
report of the Chief Public Prosecutor
of Sweden. The process of erosion
within the Congress (I) will thus con-
tinue at a rate which is commensurate
with the developments in the present
situation. This growing voice of dis-
sent will help in further weakening the
Congress (I) monolith, and should be
considered a welcome phenomenon.
It will be complementary to the pro-
cess of evolving a national alternative.

When the non-communist opposi-
tion parties, including Mr V P Singh’s
group, recently met at Surajkund,
they unanimously decided to launch
a united campaign on specific issues.
These included national integration
and communal harmony, electoral
reforms to curb money power, the
decentralisation of power to the grass-
roots, remunerative prices for agricul-
tural produce, workers’ participation
in industry, the implementation of
constitutional guarantees to weaker
sections like scheduled castes, sched-
uled tribes and linguistic and religious
minorities, and campaigns against cor-
ruption in high places, growing un-
employment and rising prices.

When issues for joint campaigns
and actions are identified, what is
needed, in the interests of the people,
as well as that of opposition unity, is
the stress on areas of agreement and
not on points of discord. For instance,
on the question of Punjab, the ap-
proach of the BJP, with its emphasis
on the intervention of the army and
the imposition of President’s rule, is
basically different from that of the
other parties. We often differ on the

5

interpretation of certain situations,
and the remedial measures to be
adopted to curb communal riots. Op-
position unity can never, however, be
achieved on the basis of unanimity on
all the issues. The unity will have to
operate within the framework of the
broadest consensus among the con-
stituents. The time-honoured norm
of all united fronts has been, that no
single constituent of the front should
have the power of veto to subvert the
consensus evolved. In some European
countries, where coalition govern-
ments have functioned effectively, it
has always been on the basis of the

Mr V P Singh: posing a viable altemﬁve?

evolution of a broad consensus.

WHEN ONE CONSIDERS the vital
question of a national alternative,
there is one qualitative difference
from the situation of 1977, which has
to be borne in mind. In 1977, against
the background of the Emergency,
the Janata Party received massive sup-
port in several states. Today,the situ-
ation is different. Firstly, the Janata
Party of 1977 has been split up into
many parties. Secondly, there is not
a single opposition party which can
claim a sizeable electoral base in all
the states from Kashmir to Kerala.
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- the Opposition. The task of
~ building a national alternative
- to the ruling Congress ()
- must not be equated with the
- process of building a
substitute Congress regime,
which will- move along the
same old heaten path, hearing
the burden of all the ilis

and legacies of the

~ prasent regime.

~ Past history has a warning for

Thirdly, after 1977, regional parties
have grown and gained power in some
of the states. Fourthly, the force re-
leased by Mr V P Singh’s revolt against

the Congress (I) Government, has also,

contributed to the campaign against
corruption. And finally, the plank of
the Opposition stands divided into
three fronts — the non-communist op-
position front, the Jan Morcha led by
Mr V P Singh, and the communist-led
left front. It is unfortunate, that at a
time when consolidation of the Op-
position forces is urgently necessary
to give impetus to the people’s strug-
gle and ultimately build a national al-
ternative, sections of the Opposition

_still adopt either sectarian or doctri-

naire approaches. In any case, given
the attitudes of the three fronts, ef-
forts must be made to ensure that
they do not function in a mutually
destructive manner, but adopt com-
plementary roles and synchronise
their actions. Mr V P Singh appears
to be allergic to either joining any
party or welding followers into a new
one. In this context, it is worthwhile
to recall certain lessons from history.
Loknayak Jayprakash Narayan had
gradually moved to the concept of a
‘partyless’ democracy. Being fully
aware of the limitations of time and
circumstances in the pre-Emergency
period, he took the initiative of set-
ting up a Peoples’ Struggle Commit-
tee, with various political parties as its
constituents. As one who had himself
grown through the dynamics of mass
action, Jayprakash Narayan had re-
alised that people’s mass participation
is necessary for a struggle to be effec-
tive; but equally essential are both the
organisational infrastructure and
cadres, that are available with politi-
cal parties. Consequently, he did not
underestimate the significance of po-
litical parties in his experiment with
parliamentary democracy. That is
why he blessed and encouraged the
formation of the Janata Party in
1977. When the Janata Party split,
and the National Alternative thus
collapsed — but not because of any
major differences on the policies pur-

sued by the Janata Government —
the Loknayak poignantly remarked:
“The garden has been uprooted™.
should we not learn from this tragedy
of history?

THE CONGRESS PARTY’S mono-
poly of power at the Centre, which
has continued for years, with the ex-
ception of the brief period of Janata
rule, cannot be broken so easily. A
vigorous campaign among the masses
and education of the cadres, are need-
ed. Without awakening the masses no
transformation is possible. Our nation
will have to pass through this phase
of democratic struggle. The decisive
electoral battle, in which a bid will
be made for a national alternative,
will only be the culmination of that
determined action. The Opposition
must not confuse the immediate ob-
jective with long-term perspectives.
Past history has a warning for the
Opposition. The task of building a
national alternative to the ruling
Congress(I) Party must not be equated
with the process of building a subs-
titute Congress regime, which will
move along the same old beaten path,
bearing the burden of all the ills and
legacies of the present regime. The
search for a genuine national alterna-
tive must not be like a game of musi-
cal chairs in which only the occupants
of the chairs change. The protagonists
must conceive of a national alterna-
tive in terms of a new thrust and di-
rection, an adhérence to democratic
norms and values, structural changes
in social and economic organisations
and institutions, the devolution and
decentralisation of political power,
an upliftment of the weaker sections,
the liberation of women from the
shackles of tradition, the eradica-
tion of poverty, and above all, the
creation of a'climate that will ensure
the dignity of every man and woman,
To the extent that those in search of
a national alternative keep these ob-
jectives in mind, the national alterna-
tive, when it does emerge, will not
only be viable and credible, but highly
durable as well. ]

Imprint. October 1987 - 23




HUMOUR

C TAL\SM;“‘T“, ,
AT CHALK B8

Wmﬂn -

_ . are no felt pens in the
me Opmmm bt b . Soviet Union; spray
- A paint too, is not easily
available. This hampers
the Soviet graffiti
scribbler who, undeterred,
courageously carries out B
his mural musings witha £
piece of chalk. And his &

perseverance has paid off. In a
country where the only commu-
nications are official ones, graffiti
Is an important alternative; for
here are exhortations to the public
which have escaped the
censor’s scrutiny.
The following selection is from
amongst those collected by dedi-
cated graffiti-hunters who have
scoured the nooks and crannies of
various Soviet cities.
Here is ‘socialist realism’, but
with a difference!
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Selected from Graffiti 5, by Nigel
Rees, published by Unwin Books.
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Roop Kanwar,
the young widow
who committed
‘sati’ recently.

MURDER
BY DEGREE

Although the recent sati in Deorala village has caused a national outcry, it is
not an isolated instance of this barbaric practice. SUDESH VAID and
KUMKUM SANGARI trace the recent history of sati in Rajasthan in which
powerful forces have colluded to bring about its revival.
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By Sudesh Vaid & Kumkum Sangari

that was to later spark off out-
rage in the country, occurred in
a remote village in Sikar district of
Rajasthan. Roop Kanwar, a young
woman, immolated herself on her
husband’s funeral pyre. The episode,
purportedly heralded as one of the
“greatest events” of the time by the
Rajput community to which the
young widow belonged, was witnes-
sed by thousands. News of the sati
spread like wildfire throughout the
state. Strangely enough, the district
administration and local police arri-
ved too late to stop the incident, clai-
ming that they had received no news
of it. An FIR, based on some infor-
mation that was reluctantly divulged
by villagers, was then filed. Attempts
to stop the chunari mahotsav follow-
ing the sati, also failed miserably,
despite a Supreme Court directive
which prohibited any public assem-
bly to commemorate the sati, thou-
sands trekked for miles to Deorala to
attend the ceremony. It was only
after this that Roop Kanwar’s father-
in-law and brother-in-law were arrest-
ed on the grounds of allegedly en-
couraging Roop Kanwar, a minor, to
commit suicide. The failure of attem-
pts to prevent the sati and its sub-
sequent glorification has'been inter-
preted as tantamount to a collusion
with the practice. It is unlikely, too,
that much will be done to prevent
the erection of a sati temple in the
area. In fact, if not for those women’s
organisations in Rajasthan that took
immediate steps to protest against
the incident, a protest which then
snowballed and resulted in the expres-
sion of national outrage, perhaps not
much would have been done by way
of pressing for severe punitive action.
Meanwhile, Roop Kanwar’s family
continues to do brisk business, capi-
talising on this grotesque tragedy.
The inflammatory situation that
has been created by sections of the
upper castes and the Rajputs over
Roop Kanwar’s sati, is ominous not
only for women in Rajasthan, but all

nN SEPTEMBER 4, an incident

over India. Reactionary social and
political forces, backed my massive
finances, claim to be defending both
Hinduism, and the “‘right” of widows
to immolate themselves on the fun-
eral pyres of their deceased husbands.
Their claims are patently false; they
are actually seeking to safeguard
upper-caste hegemony and an ‘inali-
enable right’ to suppress women.
Thus, what they are attacking are the
marginal gains women have made in
education, employment, legal rights,
and their family life. A covert attack
is also being launched against the
lower castes and the minorities th-
rough the hysteria generated by the
Hindu fundamentalists. Although the
lower castes are being ardently wooed
to rally with the upper castes, they
are usually not allowed into the sanc-
tums of sati temples, or for that mat-
ter, into other temples. The pro-sati
forces are thus by no means engaged
in an innocent exercise of preserving
“culture” and “tradition”.

THE PRACTICE OF SATI is preva-
lent in a small area of Rajasthan, of
which the rehsil of Neem-ka-Thana is

-the hub. It is located in the Sikar

district which, together with the
Jhunjhunu district, comprises the
arid Shekawati region, situated in the
northernmost part of the old Jaipur
State. Dotted with innumerable ghars
(houses), temples, and havelis, it has,
since Independence,become a bastion
of the revival of sati.

In the post-Independence period,
the reforms instituted in this region
had a varied impact on its three ma-
jor castes — the Rajputs, the Maha-
jans, and the Jats. Numerically, the
Rajputs (the landowners) and the
Mahajans (the businessmen) were
only a small percentage of the popul-
ation. But, together with the Brah-
mins, the Bhats, and the Charans,
they constituted the upper castes and
enjoyed economic and social power
over the lower castes. The Jats (the
dominant caste among the cultiva-
tors), peasants, artisans, and service

castes were severely exploited by the
Rajputs, the Mahajans, and the priest-
hood, who also imposed harsh restric-
tions on their own women in their
attempts to maintain their domin-
ance. But, the women of other castes
were also affected. The custom of
ghunghat, observed by virtually all
Rajasthani women, was partly an at-
tempt to protect themselves from the
claims the zamindars and their hench-
men made on them,

Land reforms were responsible for
changing the relationship between
the Rajputs and the Jats and other
cultivators. Relations between the
Rajputs and the Mahajans also chan-
ged, as the latter group profited grea-
tly by the vacuum left in the business
world with the departure of the Bri-
tish, and was instrumental in creating
a strong socio-economic base for the
revival of sati, financed by heavy in-
vestments from Mahajans who are
now settled elsewhere in the country.

The Hindu revivalist ideology pro-
pagated in this area in recent decades
has also contributed to the revival of
sati. Amongst the earliest supporters
of the Rajasthan branch of the RSS
formed in 1944, were two men from
the Sikar district — Thakur Surendra
Singh and Thakur Mangal Singh.
Danta Singh, an ex-army man and
the leader of the Ram Rajya Parishad
(RRP), also hailed from the same dis-
trict. He was closely associated with
the religious Hindu leader, Swami
Karpatri, and also led the Bhuswami
Sangh agitations against land reforms
in the mid-fifties.

The Bhuswami Sangh’s call for “re-
ligious dedication in the defence of
ancient rights to the soil,” was accom-
panied by the eulogising of both sati
and jauhar. The hundreds and thou-
sands of saffron-turbaned, lathi-bear-
ing Rajputs who converged in Jaipur
at the call of the Bhuswami Sangh in
the 50s was similar to present day
mobilisations in support of sati. Al-
though the Sangh itself became de-
funct, it paved the way for the Jan
Sangh, which likewise embraced cer-
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tain sections of the peasantry, the
Vaishyas, and upper caste professio-
nals. But clearly, it is not the Jan
Sangh alone which has fuelled Hindu
fundamentalism in this region; other
parties, like the Congress (I), have
also colluded in this process. Many

members of the Kshatriya Maha Sa-

bha, comprised of ex-Rajput rulers
and prominent landowners, flocked
into the Congress Party in the 50s;
today, they are the most important
and powerful patrons of sati temples.

THE PRESENT-DAY ROLE of the
ex-rulers and the landowners should
be viewed in the context of the un-
savoury role they played during the
abolition of satiin colonial Rajasthan.
Known then as the Rajputana Ag-
ency, the region consisted of 18 sta-
tes and principalities. These states
had eagerly signed the subsidiary alli-
ance treaties in 1818 with the British.
The 1829 legislation to abolish sati
applied in Rajputana only to the Bri-
tish territory of Ajmer Merwara. At-
tempts to abolish sati in other terri-
tories were more difficult — indivi-
dual rulers had to agree to prohibit
the practice, proclaim it a penal of-
fence and finally, enforce their own
anti-sati laws — but between 1846-
1862, all the rulers passed laws abol-
ishing sati.

However, the prevarications and
hypocrisy of many of the rulers and
upper caste groups close to the Dur-
bar, in saving women from immol-
ation, gave rise to an opportunistic
use of religion in order to maintain
their hold over women, The few
chieftains who resisted the attempts
to abolish sati, also used it as a means
to settle scores with their own rulers
and colonial masters — a practice

which is echoed today in the faction

fights against the Centre in various
states. Paradoxically, when the oppor-
tunity arose, during the 1857 mutiny,
to liberate themselves from colonial
rule which interfered with their
“right”” to make their women prac-
tice sati, the chieftains and rulers
chose, instead, to assist the British in

Despite court orders, Roop Kanwar'’s relatives held the ‘chunari mahotsav'.

quelling the mass revolt.

Colonial records also afford other
insights into the practice and inci-
dence of sati. Report after report
highlights the pivotal role played by
the family which invariably encour-
aged the widow, if not actually coer-
ced her, to commit sati. That the
family had a prime role in this crime
is understandable, given the fact that
the patriarchal family makes all the
major decisions affecting its women
anyway. The most important variable
in whether a widow voluntarily

opted for sati or was forced to do so,
was the family, both natal and con-

jugal. The former performed the im-

‘portant task of socialising its daugh-

ters, the latter functioned as the prin-
cipal decision-making group in the
event of their husbands’ deaths. Wed-
ding songs lauding sati were part of
the social ethos a young girl grew up
in; folk songs encouraging the prac-
tice were also popular.

THE STAGE FOR SATI in the post-
Independence era was set in 1954, in
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Madhav-ka-Vas, a small village 30
kilometres away from Neem-ka-
Thana. It is a backward village which
has only recently acquired a primary
and a secondary school, and still has
no girls’ school. Yet, the family whose
daughter-in-law committed sati was
by no means illiterate.

Taradevi, the ‘heroine’ of the tra-
gedy and a Chauhan, like most of the
other Rajput women in the village,
hailed from Haryana where, compar-
ed to Rajasthan, girls received more
formal education and the purdah sys-
tem was less stringent. After having
attended school upto Standard VIII,
Taradevi married Ugam Singh, the
son of the village thakur and a She-
kawati Rajput. Taradevi’s elder sister
was already married to one of Ugam’s
elder brothers, and being childle<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>