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Present tense

Five Books That Made India

COUPLE of friends, Independence Day.
Desultory conversation about the literature
of a nation. |

And this is what came of it.

My Experiments with Truth Dy Mnhandés
Karamchand Gandhi.

Gandhiji was interested in everything and
everybody. The experiments he conducted in
the laboratory of his self had repércussions
for India simply because the personal, the
private and the public were not differentiated
as in the Western tradition, However, this
multilayered and badly translated book - Suketu
Mehta, the new enfant terrible of Indian
writing in America 1S working on a new
transiation - is often reduced to a parody of
itself, the revelations about sleeping with nude
nubile women as a test of commitment to
celibacy overshadowing the Mahatma's journey
towards who he actually was.

That journey ended in the acquisition of a
new identity, as Indian, as revolutionary, as
Hindu. And that identity, for better or worse,
would impose itself on the nation state at its
formative stages.

The Discovery of India by Jawaharlal Nehru.
This is the voice of urbane India, ceiebrating
itself.

Yes, Max Muller set the stage for this.
Yes, Ananda Coomaraswamy helped. But no
single voice has articulated the history of
India, has established the canon of its art
and architecture as surely as Nehru’s. Often
this is the voice of the Cambridge don, the
polished periods flowing smoothly across
centuries of Indian history.

Often this is the voice of the Indian elite,
speaking for itself, announcing its own arrival
with a self-effacing fanfare. Often this is the
voice of a father speaking to his: daughter,
educating her mind while starving her heart.

And since father and daughter were. the
architects of India after the death of Gandhi
and the sidelining of Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel,
this is the book to read.

The Selected Works of MN Roy

Roy was one of those figures that we
never know whether to celebrate or revile.
Exiled from India due to his involvement with

- Jerry Pinto

the Bengali militants, he met Karl: Marx,
founded the Mexican Communist Party, opposed
Lenin on the National and Colonial Question,
joined the Indian National Congress and was
expelled from it soon enough. However, his
influence was important enough to last long
after his death. . |

The radical, secular and humanistic philosophy

. he propounded along with his Marxism makes

you wish that an accident hadn't terminated
his life when it did.

The Selected Works is a teaser with its
extracts from Memoirs of a Cat {a critique
of Hinduism) and Nationalism; An Antiquated
Cult (which proves that post - nationalism is
not necessarily as late a 20th Century
phenomencony.

May It Please Your Honour by Nathuram
Godse. -

The great mistake was hanmng it. Because
of the ban, this rather boring work by the
man who turned the Mahatma into a martyr
of Hindu fanaticism, has turned into a cult
classic of sorts. Try reading it, with its boring
denials. No, 1 did not meet Savarkar, No, |
was not at that Hotel. No, | didn't. No, No,
No.

The answer to a chargesheet would naturally
contain denials. However reading this one
makes it seem like Nathuram Godse was not.
a phenomenon of his times but a maverick
working on his own. His critique of Gandhi's
politics makes you feel a sense of deja vu.
Then the penny drops It's the Hmdu r:ght
speaking in the ' 40s. -

All About H Hatterr by GV Desani.

GV Desani wrote this one in 1949. For its
time, it was a revolutionary work, celebrating
an Indian English without condescending to it.
It has often been called the forebear of the
magical realists but it actually has nothing to
do with it. It has been called the Indian Of
Human Bondage but Hatter's search for wisdom
from the seven sages has many other layers
and levels, ranging from a subtle defence of
Indian - metaphysics, a -great comedy of
intellectual errors to a complex interrogation
of modernism. Rushdie called it the first
great stroke of the decolonising pen and so

it was.
(Courtesy by: Statemen)
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of livingsd SO¢. IS Q). ... "a man with a sense of detachment (takuan)
toward life based on a. sense of wise disenchantment. From this detachment
comes high-mindedne_és (Kuanghuai'), a high-mindedness which enables are
to go through life with tolerant irony and escape the temp;tations of fanﬁél and
wealth_ and achievement, and eventually makes him take whét comes. And

I

from this detachment arise also his sense of freedom, his love of vagabondage
and his -pride and nonchalance. It is only with this sense" df freedom and ridn
chalance that one eﬁentually arrives at the keen and intense joy of living" 5+
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