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Writing A Nation

Review by
G.S. Bhargava

We owe this bulky but light — in more respects
than physical — volume to  Mr.R.K.Mehra of the well-
known publishing house of Rupa & Co inviting
Nirmala Lakshman, the authoress to compile an
anthology of contemporary Indian journalism. She is
joint editor of The Hindu. She is educated abroad (the
U.S.) from the postgraduate class capped by a Ph.D in
postmodern literature. After that there was no looking
back, literally, also. She had been a ‘Press Fellow’ at
Wolfson College at the University of Cambridge, UK.
She is also the chairperson of
the Media Fellowship
Committee of the National
Foundation of India and is
currently (2007) on its board
of trustees.

The Anthology is
divided into four broad
sections, Constructing a
Democracy, Nurturing A
Free Press, A Divided
Society, Corruption And
Culpability, India And The
World and A Wealth Of
Spirit. The opening section is
appropriately led by a
contribution by Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar, the architect of
His
contribution, ‘The Need for
Checks and Balances’ is not

our Constitution.

HfZen

98 e

A Poor Apology
AN ANTHOLOGY OF INDIAN JOURNALISM

WRITING A

AN ANTHOLOGY OF INDIAN JOURNALISM

NATION

Edited by Nirmala Lakshman

Edited by Nirmala Lakshman
2007, Rupa & Co, New Delhi
Pages 718, Price Rs. 795

about the balancing of rights and responsibilities, called
duties of the citizens in Indira Gandhi’s ‘secularism’
amendment (42nd constititutional amendment) but is
a critique of the Congress party’s flip-flap in handling
the question of language- based States, popularly called
linguistic states.

Herecalls “when the Constitution was completed
I wrote a letter to the Prime Minister asking him
whether I could include Andhra as a separate State in
Part ‘A’ States ... I have nothing with me to refresh
my memory to as to what
exactly happened. But the
President of the Constituent
Assembly, Dr.Rajendra
appointed a

committee to investigate into

Prasad

the formation of linguistic
States under the
chairmanship of Mr. Dhar, a
lawyer from UP.” A very
useful nugget but hardly an
entry for an Anthology of
Indian Journalism unless the
criterion is the stature of the
writer, in this
Dr.Ambedkar himself.
He goes on to say that
the creation of a new Andhra
Province now being thought
of is only a pindadan (the
Hindu ritual of offering balls
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of cooked rice and lentils to propitiate the soul of a
dead person) to the departed soul of Mr.Sriramulu by
the Prime Minister. (Potti Sriramulu had died of
starvation when he went on a ‘fast unto death’
demanding immediate formation of Andhra State.)
party and its
leaders, Dr.Ambedkar brings out that in the new set-

Following the jibe at the Congress

up of linguistic States, the upper castes, Kammas,
Reddys and Kapus in Andhra, the Jats in Punjab and
PEPSU and the Marathas in Maharashtra will be
dominant, while the lower castes and the untouchables
will be exploited.

According to the contours of the Anthology
set by the author, ‘it attempts to trace, through a
collection of articles drawn from mainstream
English language newspapers and newsmagazines
some of the discourses that define Indian democracy
(Emphasis added). Whether Dr.Ambedkar diatribe
against the Congress party is ‘a discourse that
defines Indian democracy’ is a matter of opinion .

Similarly, the star contributions of B.G. (George)
Verghese and Ajit Bhattacharjea— names that lend
an aura of credibility and plurality — are on topics of
social and human interest, the famine code and forced
sterilisation during the 1975 ‘emergency’ respectively.
(Incidentally, I had the good fortune to work under
both of them.) Whether they can be stretched to define
Indian democracy is a moot point. Verghese’s piece
is a general one on how the famine code can be a
blessing in disguise in seeking the citizen’s ‘right to

Romesh’s assessment goes on to
say, Indira Gandhi so isolated
herself from the new momentums
visible in this sub-continent that
she suffered from the delusion that

her sons would rule after her.

live’ in the context of the Maharashtra Government’s
employment guarantee scheme. Dr. Manmohan Singh
had lauded it as a model welfare measure, which his
Government had extended to the entire country in 2007.
The latest Comptroller and Auditor-General’s report
says that 97 % of below- the- povertyline people are
NOT benefited by it in the first year of its operation.
Be that as it may, the Anthology was published in 2007
and could not have taken note of it.

More importantly, Verghese’s article was
written in the Hindustan Times in the run up to the
‘emergency’ and his removal from editorship. Both
the facts are directly relevant to freedom of the press
and freedom of expression derivatively but the author
has not cared to mention it. Ajit Bhattacharjea’s
article is lifted from the Indian Express of March
1977 when the ‘emergency’ was virtually off. They
are both important contributions which posterity would
benefit to learn about but is it one of the objectives of
the Anthology?

More significantly, Romesh Thapar’s hard-hitting
article appeared in The lllustrated Weekly, 1983-84,
not long before it folded. It is superb reading because
Romesh and his vivacious wife, Raj, had been close
friends of Indira Gandhi and did not bear malice for
her. Romesh writes: *“ there is a profound contradiction
between democratic processes and dynasty making.”
This is highly relevant because the ‘dynasty, * even if
in a decaying form, holds our country in its vice-like
grip even in 2008, even though the Anthology has not
dwelt on it. Romesh’s assessment goes on to say,
Indira Gandhi
momentums visible in this sub-continent that she

so isolated herself from the new

suffered from the delusion that her sons would rule
after her. First, Sanjay and now Rajiv. Can India be
declared the private property of this family? What is
quietly forgotten is that this property is now (in 1983-
84) seven hundred million people at various levels of
affluence and deprivation, (not less than a billion
people in 2007)) and becoming increasingly
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