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SUFFER us not to mock ourselves 
w i t h falsehood. The format is always 
the same. For, the reports always 
emanate f rom the same source. Three 
dangerous 'extremists' have been shot 
dead i n an encounter w i t h the pol ice; 
a dozen of them have been nabbed; 
five of them have been in jured — 
three fata l ly — when the border secu-
r i t y force were compelled to open fire 
i n self-defence; two o f them have been 
k i l led while attempting a j a i l break; 
the body o f a dead 'extremist' has been 
found i n an abandoned house. Day 
after day spokesmen of the police feed 
such reports to the Press; day after 
day, newspapers fa i t h fu l l y reproduce 
the version. Corpses are incapable of 
issuing rejoinders. 

THAT IS ONLY A DESCRIPTION 

I f someone k i l l e d i n cold b lood by 
the police is described as an extremist, 
that is only a description. A l l one can 
say is that another l i f e has been con-
fiscated by the representatives o f law 
and order, and the corpse has to be 
given an unsavoury name. Once you 
ident i fy a corpse as that of an extre-
mist, that by i tsel f is a retroactive jus-
t i f ica t ion o f trigger-happiness. I n this 
country o f six hundred m i l l i o n , human 
lives are cheap: shoot a couple o f bo-
dies before breakfast, another four-
some between breakfast and noon, two 
or three more before sundown. Wear i -
ness has entered the soul. As long as 
i t is not myself, I cease to care who 
becomes the police's prey. The young 
ones whose lives are taken were in any 
case up to no good; they were, i n any 
case, the products of indiscret ion on 
the part o f their parents — fi f teen, 
twenty, twenty-f ive years ago. Let them 
answer for the fo l l y o f their progeni-
tors. Th is is open season for k i l l i n g 
young men, this is l ynch ing land: so 
much the better that everything is 
neatly organised, under off ic ial auspi-
ces. 

There is thus l i t t l e point , perhaps, i n 
elaborate descent f rom the general to 
the particular. Nevertheless, it w i l l be 
a shame i f one or two o f the more in-
t r i g u i n g episodes do not make i t in to 
the chronicles of our times. 

I t happened on July 20 last. Prabir 
Dut ta, twenty-three, was an unemploy-
ed young man. His father is an inva-
l i d , his mother works for the L i f e In-
surance Corporation o f Ind ia , a younger 

brother is i n school, the sister is s t i l l 
younger. The fami ly belongs to the 
standard category: refugees f rom East 
Bengal, midd le-midd le class, every day 
being pushed down toward greater im-
miserisation, every week a focal point of 
accumulating economic crisis, unpaid 
b i l l s , shr inking horizons o f hope, bit ter-
ness we l l i ng i n , a vacuity defining work 
and activities. Prabir, the eldest offspring, 
was taken off his studies: a not part i -
cular ly meritorious student, i t was point-
less to waste money for keeping his 
name on the ro l l of a college, where 
any way hardly any teaching ever took 
place; the examinations, too, had 
meanwhile been reduced to a farce. So 
there he was, w i thou t a craft, w i t h a 
bare background of secondary educa-
tion, perfunctorily looking for a job, 
enquir ing of parents of friends and of 
relations about the possibi l i ty o f some 
openings somewhere, enquir ing f i t fu l ly , 
not w i t h much hope, but as part o f a 
conditioned ordering, as i f the grammar 
had la id i t down that he should con-
tinue to look for a j ob even when he 
knew there was none. He was — he 
must have vaguely realised i t h imself 
— an inconsequential spec of a statis-
t i c : I n the ci ty o f Calcutta, there must 
be at least a couple o f m i l l i o n l ike h i m , 
seeking jobs, but bereft of technical or 
professional equipment, and w i thou t so-
cial — or, w h i c h is almost the same 
th ing these days, 'po l i t ica l ' — connec-
tions. Such young people roam around, 
aimlessly most of the t ime, T ime hangs 
heavi ly around them. To cheat the 
boredom, some of them wr i te poetry, 
mostly of the indifferent non-descript 
type, Prabir too did. Some of them 
compose songs — and sing; Prabir too 
d id , occasionally. Those who do not 
wr i te poetry or compose songs scroun-
ge for some money — f rom mother or 
elder sister — for a vicarious out ing 
now and then, w i t h Hema M a l i n i or 
Mousumi Chatterjee; or perhaps they 
learn to wie ld a knife and j o in the 
You th Congress. But there are too 
many o f them by now to t r y to enter 
the latter either: there is standing 
room only, even i n the underwor ld. 

Prabir would roam the city's f i l thy 
streets, generally purposelessly. One 
doubts whether he had any po l i t i ca l 
convictions: his feeble attempts at 
w r i t i n g poetry belonged to the genre 
of effusive-lyrical, w i t h certainly no 
trace o f any po l i t i ca l ideology. July 
20 was a Saturday. Prabir took his 

meal at n ine- th i r ty i n the morn ing and 
lef t home, the dingy two-room ground 
f loor apartment i n Bhowanipore i n south-
central Calcutta. He walked. I t was a 
Saturday. Most of the offices w h i c h 
are not f u l l y closed on Saturdays emp-
ty themselves by lunch-hour. Right at 
the c i ty centre, as Chowringhee Road 
meets Len in Sarani, lies the stretch 
wh i ch once upon a t ime acquired the 
appellation of 'Esplanade', but is now 
a mere turnsti le for the t ram cars. 
There used to be a patch o f greenery i n 
a corner o f this stretch, but i t is now 
almost obliterated; t i l l 1947, that patch 
was 'Curzon Park'; since then, i t has 
become, Surendranath Park. Surendra-
nath Banerjea was the great orator; 
come Independence, i n the w o r l d o f 
nomenclatures, the tory Br i t i sh gover-
nor-general was supplanted, fo rmal ly , 
by Bengali ham. But the o ld name has 
stuck. Curzon Park has shrunk i n ter-
r i t o ry i n the past 30 years. S t i l l , you 
can f ind practical ly every species of hu-
mani ty — decrepit or otherwise — 
m i l l i n g i n that narrow strip o f land 
from early afternoon t i l l after dusk. 
Vendors o f all descriptions, students, 
young college teachers, beggars, lepers, 
prostitutes, cardsharpers, pickpockets, 
straightforward rogues, brokers, magi-
cians, clerks doing their last b i t of 
shopping before rushing home, po l i t i ca l 
aspirants, poets, lovers i n droves — 
they set up a m i l i eu , compose an en-
vironment, establish a communi ty w i t h 
a corpus of its own, an equi l ib ra t ion 
unique i n style. Every th ing is impro-
vised at Curzon Park, but somehow 
everything, every day, appears to be 
part of a pre-arranged ensemble. The 
ensemble dissolves by the t ime the last 
tram cars f lock to the depot. I t mi ra-
culously reforms the next day. 

WOULD-BE PLAY-MAKERS 

Curzon Park attracts would-be play-
makers too. Calcutta consists o f an un-
ending stream o f drama groups. Play-
wr ights, actors and actresses, amateur 
plagiarists, et al, who cannot scrape the 
funds to hire a ha l l but have aspiration 
w r i t t en across their hearts, congregate 
at the Park. They do i t every after-
noon but do i t w i t h greater gusto on 
Saturday afternoons, when the c rowd 
collects qu ick ly . The themes of the 
plays vary, some are vapid-social, some 
are roaring revolut ionary, but nobody 
minds. A small group of watchers ga-
ther across Raj Bhavan, a make-shift 
pod ium comes up, the players perform, 
the prompters prompt, the p laywr igh t 
improvises, the audience applauds. 
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July 20, apart from being a Satur-
day, was Vietnam Day as well. One 
particular group, f u l l of revolutionary 
bubble, was mounting a play expiating 
the heroism of the Vietnam peasantry. 
The crowd was swelling; some slogan-
shouters, proceeding from the east, 
were converging towards the spot where 
the play was on. The police always 
mount a patrol around Curzon Park; 
they did so on that day too; their pre-
sence was taken for granted; the lathis 
were, as usual, a-gleam. The revolu-
tionary play was moving to its climax; 
the slogan-shouters were on the point 
of jo in ing the main bunch of watchers; 
it was four o'clockish in the afternoon, 
Prabir Dutta was in the crowd, watch-
ing and listening; suddenly something 
went wrong. 

What went wrong cannot be precise-
ly unravelled, because the archives of 
the police are a closed book. The po-
lice claim they discovered in the crowd 
a dangerous 'extremist', against whom 
several warrants were pending, and that 
they moved in to apprehend him. The 
organisers of the play assert that it was 
the culmination of an official conspira-
cy to crush their venture to present re-
volutionary poster-plays for the masses. 
Anyway, the police charged, pandemo-
nium ensued, people began to run hel-
ter-skelter; several among those t ry ing 
to get into trams or buses, or forming 
the queue outside the cinema showing 
'Bobby' for the twentieth week, claim 
to have seen the regulation lathis of 
the minions of law and order being 
brandished in the air and going, up 
and down, several times. What is not 
disputed, even by the police, is that fact 
that several young people got arrested, 
and a number of them had to be moved 
to the Medical College hospital, one 
and a half miles away, cither by pr i-
vate parties or by the police themsel-
ves, for treatment of injuries suffered 
during the incident. The body of Pra-
bir Dutta was found ly ing outside the 
Emergency Ward of the hospital at 
around five o'clock or thereabouts. It 
had been brought there from Curzon 
Park, in a cab, by some passers-by. 
There were quite a few marks of in-
jury on his body, and a particularly 
deep one on the rear side of the skull. 
The left wrist, according to some re-
ports, was hanging l imply. Soon, the 
police moved in onto the premises of 
the hospital. Once the doctors of the 
Medical College certified Prabir to be 
dead, the body was moved post-haste 
to the morgue next door. 

It took a while to identify the body; 

Prabir's distraught mother could be 
contacted only pretty late. Earlier in 
the evening, prominent individuals as-
sociated w i th various groups in the 
city had reached the hospital. They 
kept insisting that the post-mortem on 
the body should be done by a non-
official doctor, or at least by a doctor 
attached to the Medical College; i f 
Government rules were inviolable and 
the police medical examiner had to be 
present at the post-mortem, a second 
doctor, w i t h no connections w i th the 
police, they urged, must also be there. 
Each of these suggestions was turned 
down. A cryptic press note was issued 
from police headquarters: yes, the 
young man was dead; yes, there were 
some marks of injury on his body; yes, 
one of the ribs of the young man was 
found fractured. But there was also a 
nice, t r im, explanation for each of these. 
The police had wielded no lathi at 
Curzon Park, the bruises found on the 
body of the young man were mostly 
self-imposed. The police had moved in 
to arrest an extremist seen in the crowd, 

there was commotion, Prabir fe l l down 
in the rush and was trampled upon 
by others: that was how his rib got 
broken. It was undoubtedly sad that 
the young man was dead. But his 
death involves no foul play. As he fel l 
to the ground during the melee, some 
of the food he had consumed seven 
hours earlier rushed back from the 
stomach, unfortunately the food came 
up the wrong way and choked his wind-
pipe; he died. This diagnosis was, it 
was given out, confirmed by the offi-
cial medical examiner who performed 
the post-mortem. The report of the 
post-mortem was not released. There 
was no foul play, but the body was not 
handed over to the mother or to any 
other relatives. The police d id not 
even allow the body to be taken home. 
It was taken straight to the cremation 
ground in an official ambulance; the 
last rites were performed under direct 
supervision of the police. A l l this, des-
pite no foul play. 

But one must be fair, one must not 
lose one's sense of perspective. A 

1522 



hundred deaths take place under the 
lov ing care of the authorities, i t is only 
occasionally that a stray one is report-
ed, such as Prabir's, because i t occurs 
in the city centre, in the glare of a 
dazzling July afternoon sun. Moreover, 
all is we l l that ends wel l . Prabir is 
dead; there is one less unemployed to 
roam the streets of the city of Calcutta, 
one less spec of inconvenient statistic. 
It is so cosy that food, the measly food 

CAPITAL VIEW 

P A R L I A M E N T — and it's a very 
costly experiment for an impoverished 
country — is developing a continuum 
of scandals which keeps its time and 
attention ful ly diverted from the sorry 
pl ight of economic performance and 
social betterment. MPs rush out of com-
mittee meetings to be present " i n the 
House" when "the fun begins". As 
for serious legislation, it is passed us-
ually after quorum bells have been 
pressed hard. 

So great is the flood of scandal, and 
so immense the scale, i t is surprising 
that the people do not burst in a great 
wave of anger. The latest, a forged 
memorandum, allegedly involv ing a 
number of MPs of the rul ing party, 
has been "rocking" the House, we are 
told. I often wonder how true such re-
porting is. Yes, the noise is great, the 
shouting and the tumult. But the pas-
sion is better .summed up by the min-
isters and big-wigs who put on a bored 
air and say that " i t is a passing affair". 

This general acceptance of amora-
l i ty, of an embroidery of Corruption to 
every deal, is the most shattering ele-
ment of the present same in India. 
For example, in this latest scandal, i f 
the signatures are forged, you would 
think the Prime Minister would be 
lending the immense authority of her 
office to discover how such a memo-
randum came to be wri t ten, signed and 
processed — i f only to safeguard her 
now very servile ministries so vulner-
able to the pressure of MPs. 

On the contrary, the PM plays i t 
cool — so cool, indeed, that the mis-
chievous among the press corps are cir-
culating a story that she is probably 
behind the "leak" and is carefully pre-
paring the exit of her fund-raising 
colleague L N Misra and his successor 
in the Ministry o f Commerce, Chatto-
padhyaya. The very cynicism inherent 
in this theorising focuses on the terr i -

an unemployed youth from an Impove-
rished family took at nine-thirty in the 
morning, st i l l managed to come up the 
wrong channel seven hours later. There 
is a certain indigestibitity in the ingre-
dients one tries to absorb in Calcutta; 
and i t is to be welcomed: without i t , 
the tales served up by the police will 
be difficult to swallow. Suffer us not 
to mock ourselves w i t h falsehood. 

ble sickness that is now slowly spread-
ing and eating into the vitals of this 
allegedly largest democracy of the 
world. 

We are certainly "forging ahead". I 
can recall the days when the honest 
simpleton, Keshav dev Malaviya, was 
compelled to resign when he "organis-
ed" a petty donation of some Rs 10,000 
for his poverty stricken election cam-
paign. The press and public spokesman 
bounded him as i f he were some char-
latan — yes, the man who was one of 
the most successful ministers of free 
India and who laid the foundations of 
an independent oi l industry. Now, the 
crude fund-raising runs into tens of 
crores, and there is not a whimper 
from the sentinels of morality — only 
the sound of endless meaningless pray-
ers to mythical gods and goddesses to 
ensure their proper transmigration to 
a more Comfortable sinecure. 

The corrupt power elite in India is 
highly intelligent. Despite all their re l i -
gious mumbo-jumbo, they see only one 
godhead — and that's Indira Gandhi. 
They are prepared to do anything for 
her so long as it retains for them their 
positions of privilege and patronage. 
Even as Jayaprakash Narayan moves 
to shut down the silly educational 
structure we have given ourselves, he 
w i l l have to see the need to close in 
on the individuals who are the pillars 
of our corrupt society, 

I mean "the pil lars", not the small 
fry which the income tax authorities are 
so fond of encircling. The unnamed 
widow in Bombay who hoards gold is 
a chicken compared w i t h those hund-
reds of others who are "docketed" but 
who have won their freedom to ope-
rate w i t h sizeable pol i t ical donations 
through one Congress b ig-wig or an-
other. Remember: the Rime Minister 
does not touch the f i l th herself! 

Are we expected to th r i l l all over w i th 

the raids against unnamed, unknown 
characters? Do the authorities really be-
lieve that the public is so gul l ib le that 
i t will rest content with the present 
level of attack on the parallel econo-
my? What about the "biggies" on the 
lists of the enforcement agencies: Who 
is blocking the action? Cabinet Minis-
ters? Chief Ministers? The Finance 
Minister? The Prime Minister? Take 
your pick. Somewhere along the line 
this country is being sold down the 
drain. Could we have a few national 
hook-up discussions on A IR and TV 
to bring things into ful l colour, so to 
say? 

Report has it that even the heroics 
of K R Ganesh, Minister Chavan's de-
puty, about smuggling and the key 
personnel involved, were designed as 
a salvage operation for himself. Let 
me explain the devious ways of the 
Capital. First, a spate of inspired 
stories suggested that the "leftists" in 
the Council of Ministers were to be 
got r id of. Now, instead of coming 
to their aid the official Left agit-prop 
launched severe criticisms of the "pro-
gressives" in the ministerial hierarchy, 
an attack which surprised even the em-
bassies of the so-called socialist world, 
than, the rumour was spread that the 
PM's Secretariat was behind the attack. 
Curiouser and curiouser, and these 
days anything is believed. 

Apparently, K R Ganesh was the first 
to move because the story had been 
circulated that he and Colleague Raghu-
nath reddy had been describing the 
Prime Minister as a "Rightist". "This 
is sacrileg.' ever in CPI circles! And 
what's more, the PM had been inform-
ed. Without Cabinet clearance, K R 
Ganesh launched on the smugglers, 
even naming some of the tycoons. 
There was bewilderment in Parliament. 
The operators under Raghuramahiah 
took matters in hand. They told the 
naive Ganesh that such loose talk 
against powerful smugglers might cost 
him his life?. That was the end of that. 

And so it goes on, this game of 
forging ahead. Where the truth is, 
where make-belief and exaggeration 
begin, where slander lies, is anyone's 
guess. However, the hard fact remains 
that the Prime Minister and a handful 
of her close officials know where the 
kings of the parallel economy flourish. 
It is these kings who have to be de-
feated. And they can be, i f we decide 
to do without their i l legal funds. Or 
do we keep "forging" ahead? 
Tailpiece: Sad. isn't i t , that the PM 

should declare in Ambala 
that only she, her son, L 
N Misra and Bansilal are 
being described as corrupt 
by the Opposition? 
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Forging Ahead 

Romesh Thapar 
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