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WHY ADWAITA GADANAYAK

Before he took over as the
Director-General of NGMA
in December 2016, Adwaita
Gadanayak headed School of
Sculpture at Kalinga Institute
in Bhubaneswar. Winner of
the Lalit Kala Akademi
National Award for Sculpture
in 1993, his notable works
include the Dandi March at
Raj Ghat, a granite sculpture
in London called Meditation,

When we call ourselves “Itis sad but today the

market makes an artist.
Whose works sell
becomes an artist. That

and the centrepiece at the
National Police Memorial in
Delhi. Gadanayak has started
several new initiatives at
NGMA to connect masses
with art under his tenure, and
is overseeing a major facelift
of the institution. Recently,
NGMA was accused of
censorship as actor Amol
Palekar’s speech at opening of
an exhibition was cut short

a national organisation,
we should have works
from every state. So we
are thinking of opening is why no one from the
branches in Chandigarh, Northeast comes here...
Odisha, Northeast. We

intend to collect works

The system gets together,

presents an artist...

of local artists” Everything is a business

DIVYA A: Wasn’t the disruption of
actor and filmmaker Amol Palekar’s
speech at the National Gallery of
Modern Art (NGMA), Mumbai, where
he criticised the Ministry of Culture
over ‘disbanding of advisory
committees’ at the gallery’s centres
in Mumbai and Bengaluru,
censorship? Had you been there,
would you have handled it
differently?

The particular event where it all hap-
pened, the NGMA had just given the
space. The curators were external and
the guest was also invited by them.
Certainly, the NGMA has not done any
kind of censorship. However, if I was in
the situation, I would have allowed him
to finish what he was saying and then ex-
plained the facts to him. After all, the
NGMA is a space for artists, they should
be allowed to say what they have to say.

DIVYA A: What is the role of these
advisory committees and have they
been disbanded?

The advisory committees have a
three-year term. In Mumbai and
Bengaluru, their terms ended on
November 15, 2018, and in Delhi, on
January 17. To appoint members to the
advisory committee, we ask for recom-
mendations from all over the country.
The process takes time. People who
claim that the advisory committees have
been disbanded are not aware of this
procedure. We cannot disband the com-
mittees. There is no such system because
when an advisory committee’s term
comes to an end, the process to form a
new one begins.

The curator of Prabhakar Barweji’s
show (who interrupted Palekar) is not
from the NGMA. There was also a con-
troversy about the space available for ex-
hibitions. The NGMA has about 18,000
artworks inits collection -- the country’s
best works, acquired since the NGMA
came into existence in 1954. We want
people living in Mumbai and Bengaluru
to see these artworks. Many artists say
that the NGMA exhibits these paintings
only in Delhi. As a result, other centres
don’t get opportunities to showcase
them. So, after consultations with the
ministry, we have decided to dedicate
some space at the NGMA for permanent
display and another area for outside
artists.

DIVYA A: What explains the delay in
setting up the new advisory
committees?

The term of the Delhi centre’s advi-
sory committee was the last to get over
— onJanuary 17. We were planning to ap-
point all the bodies together. Hence, the
delay. But it has only been a month since
the term has ended. We are collecting
names of people and working towards
forming the bodies.

DIVYA A: What about the charge that
space allotted to independent artists
to showcase their works at the NGMA
is being curtailed?

In Mumbai, we had thought of giving
space in the dome area to outside artists.
But many of them suggested that aged
people might find it difficult to climb the
stairs. So we have not taken any decision
regarding what needs to be done. But
when the issue of curtailing allotted
space was raised, we clarified that there
was no such intention because the
NGMA is for artists. Being an artist my-
self, I understand the hard work that we
put in and when we don’t get proper
space and facilities to showcase our
work, it is painful. Whenever I travel to
Mumbai or other places, I talk to artists
before taking any decision.

[ have been extremely busy for the
past six-seven months with the restora-
tion of our building in Delhi. So I could-
n’t travel to Mumbai. But I want to first
hold a meeting and then take decisions.
The NGMA belongs to artists... So what-
ever decisions artists take will be carried
out accordingly.

VANDANA KALRA: Artists often
complain that the NGMA has not
added any new works to its
permanent collection. Has any new
artwork been acquired during your
tenure?

The storage facility at the NGMA is
not very good. So I am upgrading that
first. I want the public to see how we
store artworks. But because of the ongo-
ing restoration work, artworks have been
moved. Once the storage system is ready;,
we will form a purchase committee sim-
ilar to the advisory committee. There
hasn’t been a purchase committee in the
two years of my tenure. When the pur-
chase committee is set up, I plan to buy

‘NGMA is a space for artists, they should be
allowed to say what they have to say’

The NGMA Director General says Amol Palekar had every right to say what he wanted but he was misinformed, denies any move to
curtail space to independent artists, explains why the gallery has not added new works, and talks about bringing art to children
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National Gallery of Modern Art Director General Adwaita Gadanayak with Senior Assistant Editor Divya A in The Indian Express newsroom. Abhinav Saha

works, mostly of young artists, worth at
least Rs 15-20 crore. And it’s not about
my two years at the NGMA. I have no-
ticed that not many artworks have been
acquired in the last 15 years. However,
Subodh Gupta’s work was added to the
collection. I have seen how most of the
works go to private and international gal-
leries. So we have to fill up the gap
quickly. In the next two to three months,
the system will be ready.

VANDANA KALRA: Will the works of
outside artists be exhibited in Delhi
as the Mumbai centre has less space?
Last year, Manu Parekh and Jitish
Kallat had showcased their work
here.

We will have a lot of space in Delhi as
we are opening up the old building. Last
year, we did fewer shows because the
space was limited... Artists from across
the country want to showcase their
works in Delhi. It was former president S
Radhakrishnan who had conceived a
space like the NGMA. He planned it with
artists such as D P Roy Choudhury,
Dhanraj Bhagat, Ramkinkar Baij and
Sankho Chaudhuri... After Independence,
our artists were working all over the
country and they thought if exhibitions
could be held in Delhi, a national move-
ment could be started. At that same time,
Guruji (Rabindranath Tagore) was plan-
ning something similar in Shantiniketan.
Prominent artists of the Swadeshi move-
ment, Abanindranath Tagore and
Nandalal Bose, thought that if a platform
could be set up in Delhi, the world would
get to know about Indian artists and their
works and thoughts. But there was no
such platform then. Even now, artists
think that showcasing their works in
Delhi is the ultimate achievement.

DIVYA A: At a time that the NGMA is
planning to expand its influence to
Kolkata and the Northeast, how are
you trying to bring regional artists
into the fold?

Ever since | joined the NGMA, I have
been planning an outreach policy be-
cause it is mostly works of artists from
Mumbai and Delhi that are collected. I
belong to Odisha and I don’t have art-
works from the state. We also lack works
of artists from the Northeast and Jammu
& Kashmir. When we call ourselves a na-
tional organisation, we should have
works from every state. So we are think-

ing of opening small branches in
Chandigarh, Odisha and the Northeast.
We intend to collect works of local artists
and showcase them in the respective
states and later move them to Delhi. But
for this, we have to go to them because
artists have high self-respect. The NGMA
will visit these places, talk to local artists
and acquire a space to host shows to ex-
hibit these artworks. Slowly but steadily,
there will be a system in place. If you visit
any other country, you will find there are
thousands of museums and galleries.

DEVYANI ONIAL: You spoke of
galleries and museums abroad. But
they have a lot to offer to people.
Visitors can buy artworks from their
shops. Do you think we can borrow
something from their model?

[ really like their style of functioning.
Running (an art) museum is nota 10 am-
to-5 pm job. The curator is like the
mother of the institution. The curator
should oversee everything — what is
kept where and how. When we visit for-
eign galleries, we see how perfectly they
function — display, lighting, security and
modern technology. The building itself
looks like a work of art. We are now
working on our own building. To match
them, we have to work hard and it will
take us 10-20 years. We are also going to
start a souvenir shop in Delhi where
replicas of important works in our col-
lection —such as of Ramkinkar Baij and
Dhanraj Bhagat — will be stocked.

PAROMITA CHAKRABARTI: Art
education in schools is very limited.
Are you planning something for

children?

When students visit the National
Museum in Delhi, their teachers show
them works related to their syllabus like
the Harappan civilisation. There is noth-
ing like that at the NGMA. So I have
planned a space where about 30 to 40
kids can come and have a dialogue with
paintings, make drawings, sketches and
even paint there. We have a variety of
portraits at the NGMA. We can tell kids
about them and the artists who painted
them.

At schools, the art teacher is consid-
ered a grade above the peon. I want to
change that environment. We had done
aworkshop with art teachers, where we
asked them to meet the bigger artists and
once in a while do a show with them...
We are also in talks with the NCERT and
HRD Ministry to organise summer work-
shops. We are building a gurukul-like
space at the NGMA, similar to
Shantiniketan, where senior artists will
deliver lectures. When I was a student in
London, I didn’t even know for the first
six months that what [ was doing was a
part of the course. We were visiting the
Tate or the British Museum and I thought
our teachers were taking us out for sight-
seeing. It was only later that I got to know
that these were classes.

Here we teach inside a classroom. The
biggest teacher is nature.

PAROMITA CHAKRABARTI: Many pri-
vate galleries are bringing out art
books for children. Does the NGMA
have similar plans?

There was an old bus at our Jaipur
House building in Delhi, which I have

“In schools, the art
teacher is considered a
grade above the peon. I
want to change that
environment. We are
also in talks with
NCERT and the HRD
Ministry to organise
summer workshops

turned into a library. We are bringing out
small art books. Some artists like A
Ramachandranji have come on board.
We will display all these books on the
bus. The children will also like the expe-
rience of sitting in a bus and reading.

DIVYA A: You have a strong stand on
differentiating between Indian art
and Indian craft. You believe that
craft is actually art.

We talk about stone carvings in the
Ajanta and Ellora caves and the Konark
temple. But when they were being
carved, they were contemporary art.
Now we have classified them differently.
We find out how long these took to build
and that’s how we determine the worth.

When there is a wedding in a village
in Odisha, everyone participates. They
make artworks in clay, wood and cloth for
the family of the bride and groom. But to-
day, when we talk of art, we speak in mon-
etary terms... Craftspeople in Odisha paint
tribal art on their walls. I have seen heli-
copters in their work. What they see
around them s reflected in their work. So
it should be classified as contemporary.

We recently organised a show of abo-
riginal art from Australia. If | present
works of local artists at the NGMA, other
artists will ask why we have such shows.
The current system is taking us away
from our roots... When the British came
and established art schools, they set the
pattern and style for art education. There
were rebellions in places like
Shantiniketan where artists said they
won't practise oil painting but do minia-
tures instead. But that assertion never
spread. I think we need to bring them
forward, and not relegate them to a side-
craft status.

DIVYA A: How have commerce and
market forces affected art in India?

It is sad but today the market makes
an artist. Whose works sell becomes an
artist. And that is the reason why no
artists from the Northeast come here. We
now have art houses which hold auc-
tions. The whole system gets together
and presents an artist whose works sell
at a very high price. This has been hap-
pening for the past 10-15 years...
Everything is a business and many have
benefited from it.

SURBHI GUPTA: There is a huge gap
between art and the common man,

and the dominant perspective is that
art is difficult to comprehend. How
do we bridge it?

Before joining the NGMA, I was at
Kalinga University in Bhubaneswar. I
made a sculpture, which was round. I
asked my co-workers, who worked with
cement and stone, what they thought of
it. One remarked that it was a roti. A
young artist student said that it looked
like the moon. When I asked some pro-
fessors, they said it was related to philos-
ophy and lifecycle. A simple circle says
many things. We often give a title to our
artworks. All works at the NGMA have a
title. The common man first reads the ti-
tle. When one looks at an art, one should
be stunned for a minute... The response
to art should be instinctive. We have not
ingrained this system in the common
public. In our schools, we don’t teach
children how to visualise or feel art.

[ think people from rural areas under-
stand art better. Children from the rural
areas first look at the art and then the ti-
tle. I think urban people don’t think
much. That's why we organise art addas,
where people and artists come together.

We can'’t tell the public how an artist
was created. For that we need to organ-
ise workshops and seminars. Earlier we
had a bus which used to go around and
share artworks with people. But now we
need more avenues of interaction. This
will take time.

DIVYA A: Before joining, you wanted
to turn Delhi into a global art hub.
You wrote to the ministry as well in
your vision statement. How often do
you hold meetings with ministry
officials regarding this matter?

We are in the planning stage. We have
to bring craftspeople forward. But they
don’t have the technology or vision.
wish to provide exposure to craftspeo-
ple. We did this with tribal artists from
Jharkhand. We built government studios,
supplied material and even suggested
designs to them. But after two-three
months, they left. When I asked them
why, they said, ‘Here we can’t use our
thread for the dhokra craft (an ancient
craft of non-ferrous metal casting) we
do.InJharkhand, we knew the trees, wa-
terfall and the atmosphere. We are learn-
ing new things here but we are not able
to create what we do.” We might ask the
National Institute of Design or the
National Institute of Fashion Technology
to help these artists to develop their de-
signs. But till they don’t want it them-
selves, it won’t happen.

DIVYA A: Is there any political or
bureaucratic intervention at the
NGMA?

The minister has given us a free rein.
However, I don’t understand the budget
asIam an artist. This renovation has cost
us a lot. And many things are in the
pipeline. By next year, we will have a lot
many new things.

VANDANA KALRA: There is talk that
India will be officially participating
at the Venice Biennale. Is the NGMA
curating works for it?

We are in talks with the government,
but nothing has been finalised. In fact, I
attended a meeting on February 13. The
NGMA is not curating, we are the com-
missioners. Kiran Nadar is curating it.
Works from the NGMA and some artists
will be sent. We are planning the budget.
We are hoping that some businessmen
would help us out. We will need about
Rs 6-8 crore as the exhibition goes on for
six months.

DIVYA A: You were planning to get
Air India’s art collection to the
NGMA. Have the artworks started
coming in?

There are some problems. We are try-
ing to figure out if the artworks are orig-
inal or duplicate. We need to authenti-
cate them. If  am asserting that this is a
Ramkinkar Baij work, I need an expert
who would say the same. We need to test
itin the laboratory as well and I had pre-
sented the idea to Air India. But they also
have a system in place. The collection is
huge and expensive, it will take time.
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The CAG seems to have
initially resisted the demand
for redaction — there was no

precedent, the CAG said —
of the commercial details in
the Rafale deal, but its feeble
resistance dissolved
following a stern letter from
the government. The result is
tables that make no sense
and a report that is as opaque
as the deal that the CAG was
supposed to examine. The
report is noteworthy not for
what it said but for what it
has not said

A government running for cover

THE RAFALE deal is unravelling faster than
the BJP expected. If the government and
the ruling party thought that they could
keep the lid on the most opaque defence
purchase in recent times, they were
wrong, and they were rudely dragged out
of their comfort zone. The credit goes,
largely, to The Hindu and Mr N Ram,
chairman of The Hindu Group’s publish-
ing company. However, there were —and
are — other important players who de-
serve to be complimented for standing up
to the enormous pressure of the govern-
ment and its leaders.

NEW AND FLAWED
DEAL

First, the facts that have tumbled out of
the closet.

1. It is now confirmed that the Rafale
deal was a one-man show of Prime
Minister Modi. Mr Modi was the chore-
ographer, it was carefully orchestrated,
and allimportant decisions were taken by
the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO).

2. The decision to scrap the UPA-era
memorandum of understanding (MoU)
was not taken first for cogent reasons. The
decision to enter into a new deal was
taken first and, since the earlier MoU was
standing in the way, the MoU was
scrapped.

3. Key players were kept out of the
loop: the defence minister, the external
affairs minister, the finance minister, the
Air Force, the Defence Acquisition Council
(DAC) and the Cabinet Committee on

Security (CCS).

4.0n April 8,2015, in Paris, the foreign
secretary told the media that the Rafale
negotiations were at an advanced stage
among the two governments, Dassault
and Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd (HAL),and
Rafale was not on the agenda of talks be-
tween the prime minister of Indiaand the
president of France. Two days later, on
April 10, after a one-on-one meeting be-
tween MrModiand Mr Hollande, the new
deal was announced!

5. The new deal was indeed a new
deal. Not 126 aircraft, but only 36 aircraft.
Not at the earlier negotiated price, but a
new price. Not the previously identified
offset partner (HAL), but a new offset part-
ner (a private company with no experi-
ence of manufacturing aircraft or aircraft
parts). These decisions were taken at the
meeting between the twoleaders on April
10, not after negotiations between the two
negotiating teams.

WAIVERS AND
OMISSIONS (GALORE

6. ‘Payment security mechanism’ for
the Rs 60,000 crore that India would pay
to the two suppliers, Dassault and MBDA,
was thrown to the winds. There will be no
sovereign guarantee, no bank guarantee,
and not even an escrow account. All these
waivers were directed by the PMO.

7. The mandatory anti-corruption
clauses were omitted. There will be no
clause against paying commissions, no
clause against engaging agents, no pacton

integrity, and no access to the account
books of the suppliers. These decisions too
were taken by the PMO.

8.There was a powerful note of dissent
by the three domain experts on the Indian
Negotiating Team (INT) — Mr M P Singh,
Adviser (Cost); Mr AR Sule, FM (Air); and
Mr Rajeev Velma, JS& AM (Air). The eight-
page dissent challenged the recommen-
dations proposed by the other four mem-
bers of the INT and tore into the numerous
deviations and waivers that were being
pushed by them.

‘COMPROMISED
SUPREME AUDIT

As each fact tumbled out, the govern-
ment scrambled for cover. At first, the gov-
ernment tried to take refuge under the
judgment of the Supreme Court but that
gambit failed because the judgment itself
made it clear that the Supreme Court had
declined to examine the issues of pricing
and the reduction in the number of air-
craft. When Parliament protested, the
government tried to silence Parliament —
through its brute majority in the Lok
Sabha and through encouraging peremp-
tory adjournments of the Rajya Sabha.

The government may have hoped that
the CAG’s report will bail it out. The report
was presented on the last day of the ses-
sion of Parliament. Far from saving the
government, the report exposed the fact
that the government had tried and suc-
ceeded in muzzling the independent
voice of the CAG, the supreme audit body

of the country. The report also debunked
the government’s claims on cheaper price
and quicker delivery schedule.

The CAG seems to have initially resis-
ted the demand for redaction — there was
no precedent, the CAG said — of the com-
mercial details, but its feeble resistance
dissolved following a stern letter from the
government. The resultis tables that make
no sense and a report thatis as opaque as
the deal that the CAG was supposed to ex-
amine. The report is noteworthy not for
what it said but for what it has not said.
The CAG did not comment

m on the undue monetary gain to the
suppliers due toamortisation onasmaller
number of aircraft (36 against 126);

m on the monetary risk to India be-
cause of the absence of any payment se-
curity mechanism;

m on the probability of Dassault and
MBDA adhering to the delivery schedule
given the huge backlog of unexecuted
contracts for Rafale aircraft;

m on the perils of omitting the anti-cor-
ruption clauses, especially the non-access
to the account books of the suppliers;

m on the impact on the operational ca-
pability of the Air Force which will get
fewer aircraft; and

mon the powerful dissent note
recorded by three members of the INT.

In the mist that envelops the Rafale
deal, one thing is clear: the last word has
not been said on the subject.

Website: pchidambaram.in
'a @Pchidambaram_IN
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COOMI KAPOOR

FORTITUDE UNDER FIRE

ARUN JAITLEY is set to officially resume
his duties as finance minister and head
the BJP’s publicity committee for the 2019
campaign. This, despite the fact that he had
two serious illnesses last year. He under-
went a kidney transplant after a renal fail-
ure and, within a few months, was diag-
nosed with sarcoma, a rare cancer of the
connective tissue. Even opposition politi-
cians are impressed with the fortitude and
stoicism with which Jaitley has taken his
ill-healthin stride. Except for walking with
a brace, he is almost back to normal,
though he doesn't move around in
crowded spaces. In the Sloan Kettering
hospital in New York, he remained in touch
with his duties from afar. Contrary to spec-
ulation, there was no need for either
chemotherapy or radiation for his tumour
since it was detected in the early stages.
The malignant tissue near the knee was
scooped out and tissue from the hip trans-
planted. The cancer probably predated
the kidney surgery and it was, in fact,
Jaitley himself who realised something
was amiss when he noticed the skin bloat-
ing every time oil was rubbed on his leg.

DISUNITED FRONT

Mulayam Singh Yadav’'s speech in
Parliament expressing the hope that
Narendra Modi would return as Prime
Minister stunned the Opposition. The
Samajwadi Party founder appeared some-
what disoriented after his speech and re-
marked in awe to a journalist that the PM
had twice mentioned himin his address to
the House. There were other indications
last week that the Opposition has yet to put
up a united front. A furious Mamata
Banerjee accosted Sonia Gandhi in
Parliament’s Central Hall, saying she would
not forget that Congress MP Adhir Ranjan
Chowdhury in his speech earlier that day
accused her of involvement in the chit fund
scams in West Bengal. Akhilesh Yadav is
annoyed with the Congress for abstaining
when the SP, joined by the TMC, BSP and
TDP, protested in Parliament against the
Yogi Adityanath government preventing
Akhilesh from boarding a flight to
Allahabad. The Congress asked its R]D ally
Tejashwi Yadav to boycott the function of
an English TV news channel, which, it feels,
has a pronounced BJP slant, but the NCP’s
Praful Patel went anyway. He says he never

OUT OF MY MIND

MEGHNAD DESAI

THE PULWAMA episode is the endpoint
of a certain basis for hope in repairing
India-Pakistan relations. It was of course
a terrorist attack which has all hallmarks
of a standard tactic. Simple explosive de-
vices detonated in crowded places inflict
the maximum damage. This was the prin-
ciple behind the 9/11 attack on the World
Trade Center, in attacks on Brussels air-
port and in Paris during a music concert.

lets political differences come in the way
of social contacts. For instance, he went for
BJD rebel Jay Panda’s book release in the
morning and had drinks with Naveen
Patnaik the same night.

KEEPING BJP GUESSING

The BJP is faring no better with its allies.
The Shiv Sena’s Sanjay Raut attended
Chandrababu Naidu’s Opposition unity
rally in which Modi was the target of at-
tack. The BJP remains hopeful of an even-
tual patch-up. Prakash Javadekar quoted
aproverb — “You can’tlive with usand you
can’tlive without us” — to describe the on-
off-on relationship between the allies. The
crux of the dispute is that the Sena wants
to play the senior partner in an alliance for
the Assembly and insists that this be linked
with seat-sharing on the Lok Sabha seats.
The BJP hopes the Sena will come around
ifUddhav Thackeray’s son Aditya is prom-
ised the deputy chief minister’s post.

FAMILY TOGETHERNESS

Last Tuesday, a portrait of Atal Bihari
Vajpayee by Krishn Kanhai was installed
in Parliament’s Central Hall. The majestic
room is now so crowded with portraits
that there is little space for additions. To
make place for Vajpayee, Lala Lajpat Rai
had to be moved to one side. Someone
pointed out that the Jawaharlal Nehru
portrait is a misfit alongside Rajendra
Prasad, Ram Manohar Lohia and Lal
Bahadur Shastri. A panel on the opposite
side has four portraits, Motilal Nehru, Rajiv
Gandhi, Indira Gandhi and Sardar Patel. It
makes sense to swap the positions of
Nehru and Patel, the person said.

STAR-STRUCK

The photogenic, blue-blooded Gandhis
have afan following even among journal-
ists. ATV news channel assigned a star-
struck young woman reporter on a full-
time Rahul Gandhi beat. A smart move
since, thanks to the regular interaction,
the scribe now has a distinct advantage in
persuading the Congress president to give
a sound byte to her channel. Seeing her
proximity, other channels and photogra-
phers follow her doggedly in Parliament
since she seems to know in advance from
which entrance Rahul will emerge and at
what time. Another TV channel now
seems keen to build a Priyanka Gandhi
arrangement. A journalist from the group
followed Priyanka Gandhi’s movements
in Lucknow so conscientiously that she
was tweeting non-stop for 14 hours,
though Priyanka spent most of her time
in meetings in the Lucknow Congress of-
fice. At4 am, Priyanka emerged to give an
exclusive sound byte to the journalist, that
she was coming to grips with the Uttar
Pradesh party organisation.

Another

That said, what are the options for
India? Pakistan is not a normal State. It has
a civilian government which off and on
during its history has been ostensibly
elected on democratic principles. Thereis
an army establishment which has been
the backbone of stability in Pakistan for
longer than it has been ademocracy. Ever
since the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan
created, with American financial and mili-
tary help, the Islamist terrorist movement,
Pakistan has had a third pillar of authority,
the Islamist terrorist armies.

Terrorism is something very difficult
to counter and to eliminate. This is not
just India’s problem. Across the world,
developed and emerging countries have
failed to eliminate it forever. The US has

HISTORY HEADLINE

What happened in Panipat, 1761?

LAKSHMI
SUBRAMANIAN

THE PLAINS of Panipat, well known as a site
of decisive military action in India’s
recorded history, are back in the news. This
time, preparations are afoot for a different
battle. There is the blistering call for a sus-
tained crusade against the enemy, and to
reverse the slide to enslavement — allud-
ing to the fact, as some historians have
maintained, thatit was after 1761 whenthe
Marathas, one of the contenders in the
Third Battle of Panipat, became a spent
force, that the English East India Company
emerged from the margins, drawing
strength from the treasures of Bengal, to
emerge as the masters of Hindustan.

So who was the enemy in 17617 Was
there an enemy in the singular? Can we
find parallels in the 18th century for the
times we live in? What was the battle all
about? And what were its immediate
consequences?

The 18th century was a period of pro-
found change in the Indian subcontinent
as the Mughal Empire gave way to re-
gional powers, many of whom, like the
Marathas, aspired to, and almost achie-
ved, imperial status. The century saw an
array of social movements, organised
around religion, community articulations,
and agrarian expansion, often crystallis-
ing into coherent political entities. It was
a period made for political adventurism,
with shifting alliances making any politi-
cal calculation virtually impossible.

In this cauldron was a heady mix of re-
ligious invocation that did not always cor-
respond to the cleavages that we assume
to exist between Hindus and Muslims. In
terms of realpolitik, what mattered was the
steady growth of Maratha power north-
ward, in the form of both territorial control
as well as mediation in matters of deciding
succession in regional states. Maratha op-
erations were not especially well received
— for example, by Jat ruler Surajmal.

The Maratha push to the north en-
countered the equally resolute push from
the Afghan Durrani chief into the Punjab
and North India, the result being a bloody
campaign fought on the plains of Panipat.
The Durrani chief was able to enlist the
support of several malcontents (the
Rohilla chief, the Nawab of Awadh) and

been engaged in a futile war for 15 years
in Afghanistan and is now withdrawing
defeated though not openly admitting it.
Muslim-majority countries as much as
non-Muslim ones have been subjected
to Islamist terrorism. Algeria,
Bangladesh, Malaysia have been hit.
Boko Haram has terrorised Nigeria for
decades now and is spreading to Sudan.
No other ideological movement, neither
Bolshevism nor Anarchism, has had the
global reach which Islamist terrorism
has, but like the older ideological move-
ments, it is a global movement and pow-
ered by cybernetics and modern
weaponry extremely deadly.

India has been at the forefront of the
fight against terrorism but its own inter-
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Haryana CM M L Khattar with Maharashtra CM Devendra Fadnavis at an event,
where he called Third Battle of Panipat biggest link between their states. Express

most impressively, of the warrior ascetics,
the Naga sanyasis and Gosains, whose in-
sane gallantry and casual nakedness
threw the Afghan soldiers off-kilter!

The events leading to the final en-
counter between the Afghan and
Marathas make for compelling reading.
One thing was certain though: the fragility
of alliances and the overriding greed for
immediate gain undercut possibilities of
any long-term balancing of imperial aspi-
rations with those of local powerholders.

The Durrani Afghan chief was barely
interested in the crown of Hindustan and
wanted above all to keep the Punjab as his
milch cow, while the Marathas were keen
to control Delhi affairs as well as to restrain
other contenders — being prepared for
untenable agreements, and remaining
impervious to any sort of counsel.

What distinguished Maratha politics
was its fragmentation and the overriding
rivalry between various sardars, the case
of Malhar Rao Holkar and his reliance on
Rohilla leader Najib Khan being an in-
stance in point. The precarity of hastily
conceived alliances, the extreme cynicism
that accompanied all political and diplo-
matic engagements, blurred distinctions
between friend and foe. Therefore, when
the two contenders finally met in Panipat,
the stage was set for confusion, extraor-
dinary feats of courage, and equally de-
spairing episodes of sheer opportunism.

The final act in the drama, however,
was not predictable. With gifted com-
manders like Sadashiv Rao Bhau, with the
select forces of Vishwas Rao, the Peshwa'’s
son, marching towards North India with
Ibrahim Gardi, a French-trained Muslim
general who had worked for the Nizam of
Hyderabad, it seemed the Marathas
would take the honours. Only a last-

ests are not well served by the world at
large. The UN system is crippled by the
veto enjoyed by the five permanent mem-
bers. Chinais not interested in fighting ter-
rorism except at home. Russia is also aid-
ing terrorism in Syria so is hopelessly
compromised. Words of support from
these two are worthless. India has to treat
the partners in the fight against terrorism
as fair-weather friends who will be no
help at all.

Sowhatis tobe done? Itis not a case of
repeating the Uri surgical strike. That was
a skirmish between two armies. Terrorist
movements exist outside that domain. For
India to cross the border and attack guer-
rilla groups will be a violation of interna-
tional law. That may not seem so bad to

minute constellation of adverse weather
conditions, diplomatic isolation, want of
provisions, and the disagreement bet-
ween the Maratha sardars strained the
Maratha forces.

Abdali moved in stealthily, squeezing
the line of supplies for the Marathas, and
outwitting them in what was essentially a
battle of attrition. Neither side could goad
the other into firing the first salvo until the
starving Maratha camp finally responded,
abandoning well thought-out military
plans. The struggle and carnage that follow-
ed lasted seven hours — by which time
some of the great commanders had died,
leaving the Peshwa in Poona to decode
what remains in history a rare epistle car-
ried by a banker: “two pearls dissolved,
twenty-five gold mohurs have been lost,
and of the silver and the copper the total
cannot be castup”.

Itis, of course, tempting toread paral-
lels and prophesies, especially when the
contemporary political scene seems to
have resemblances to cynical power poli-
tics. What was certain then was that the
Battle of Panipat temporarily halted the
Maratha advance, and enabled the East
India Company to maintain a low profile
for a while, consolidate its early gains in
Bengal, and subsequently make a strong
bid for supremacy in the subcontinent.

What is certain now is that the stakes
are high, the narrative overcharged with
religious symbols, while on the ground, all
contenders have to grapple with the reali-
ties of power and go beyond the equations
of caste, community, and the bazaar.

Lakshmi Subramanian is a Fellow at
L'Institut d'études avancées de Nantes.
She has written extensively on the history
of pre-colonial and early modern India

chapter in a perennial war

most Indians. But if such an attack across
the border is carried out, India will have
to be ready for a war of some duration
with Pakistan.

India has won three out of four wars
against Pakistan. The 1948 war can be
called unfinished. But the major differ-
ence now is that both are nuclear powers.
Thus any military engagement has to have
a strictly limited aim which can be re-
alised and then India can unilaterally end
the war. This is tricky and cannot be done
in a hurry and certainly not while Indian
blood is boiling. This time the strike has
notonly to be surgical but it has to be key-
hole surgery, precise, subtle and effective.

There should be no haste. Success
is vital.

FIFTH COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

‘This is
war, not
terrorism

A QUESTION that has troubled me ever
since Maulana Masood Azhar became
one of the jihadist fiends we released in
Kandahar 20 years ago is why he is still
alive. Why was he along with the other
monsters released in exchange for the
passengers of IC 814 not killed immedi-
ately after they sped across the border
into Pakistan? The military men who
rule the Islamic Republic have never hes-
itated to admit that the jihadi groups
they created were ‘assets’ in their unend-
ing war against India, so they would have
no right to complain if we started de-
stroying these assets by covert means. So
why have we never done this? Could it
be because we do not have the ability to
do this? If not, why not?

When Narendra Modi became prime
minister, he promised not to be as much
of a wimp as the prime ministers before
him. He used strong language to con-
demn their wimpy behaviour. After the
attack on the military camp in Uri three
years ago, there was that famous surgical
strike. It was a tough immediate re-
sponse. But, surely since then, there
should have been time to build enough
covert assets to conduct exactly the sort
of war inside Pakistan that the Islamic
Republic’s military rulers have been con-
ducting on Indian soil for far too long? It
is because India has not yet learned to
fight this new kind of war that evil men
like Hafiz Saeed and Masood Azhar are
still able to do what Jaish-e-Mohammad
did last week in Pulwama.

These Pakistani ‘assets’ are religious
fanatics who have a hatred for India that
is visceral. In a memoir Masood Azhar
wrote soon after being freed, he wrote of
how the Indian Minister of External
Affairs, Jaswant Singh, had offered him
food and water on the flight that took
him to Kandahar and how he had re-
fused. “I did not want to sip even a drop
of Indian water,” he wrote. He drank
plenty of it when he spent years in Indian
jails and to this day it makes no sense
why nobody quietly poisoned that wa-
ter while he was a guest of the
Government of India. The other man
who we should have been dealt with
similarly was Omar Sheikh who was re-
leased in the same exchange. He also
spent years in Indian jails.

If we can have special courts to try
rapists, why do we not have special mil-
itary courts to try jihadists? In ‘secular’
Congress times, this was not a question
anyone could have asked without being
labelled a hawk because senior Congress
leaders were not even prepared to ac-
cept that the 26/11 attack was a
Pakistani military operation. A former
chief minister released a book whose ti-
tle said that the RSS was behind the at-
tack on Mumbai. And, the man who is
now Congress president told an
American ambassador he was more
worried about Hindu terrorism than the
jihadist kind.

So we learned to live with what we
continue to wrongly call ‘Pakistani ter-
rorism’.

It is not. It is war. When the surgical
strike in 2016 was Modi’s response to the
Uri attack, there was hope that Modi un-
derstood the need to fight back hard.
Surgical strikes have their place but why
are we not using the same tactics that the
Pakistani army is using against India? If
itis because we have not created the as-
sets to do this, then shame on us. We
need these assets more than we need
Rafale fighter jets because there is un-
likely to be another old-style war on our
benighted subcontinent. There will not
be that kind of war because the Pakistani
military has proven that it is unneces-
sary when they can continue to deploy
‘assets’ like Masood Azhar.

So what happens now? With India
on the verge of a general election, there
is little time to do more than spout the
kind of platitudes we heard from senior
political leaders after the Pulwama at-
tack. ‘The sacrifices of our brave security
personnel shall not go in vain,” tweeted
the Prime Minister and the Home
Minister echoed this sentiment. The
Governor of Jammu & Kashmir accepted
that there had been a major intelligence
failure.

But is there nothing more we can do?
Since we are in a state of undeclared war
with Pakistan, surely we can, at the very
least, break diplomatic relations. Is there
any point in having an embassy in
Islamabad when Pakistan has made it so
clear that it has no intention of calling off
its cowardly, shameful war?

What must be done even more ur-
gently is to prepare our soldiers and
para-military forces to fight the kind of
war that is being fought against us.
Attacks like the one that killed 40 CRPF
men last week are not acts of terrorism;
they are acts of war.

Follow Tavleen Singh on Twitter
a @ tavleen_singh





