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You’ve chosen to adapt Man-
to’s most famous work on Par-
tition into a musical in the 70th 
year of India’s independence. 
Was the timing deliberate?
Yes. On August 15, India and Pakistan 
will turn 70. At this age, say our Shas-
tras, a person must enter the stage of  
Vanaprastha, cultivate detachment, go 
into the forest and ponder the meaning 
of  life. Now, neither India nor Pakistan 
has lived in accordance with the scrip-
tures of  Hinduism, Islam or any other 
faith. Instead, their lives are best de-
scribed by Mark Twain’s 70th birthday 
speech — ‘I have achieved my seventy 
years in the usual way, by sticking 
strictly to a scheme of  life which would 
kill anybody else.’

So, we may safely assume that nei-
ther country will go into the forest to 
ponder the meaning of  life, which is 
why I did the pondering for them, by 
going back to the best-known story 
about their birth — Toba Tek Singh — 
and asking, as Manto did, if  the whole 
birthing project was sheer lunacy. Toba 
Tek Singh is not just Manto’s story — it 
belongs to Indians and Pakistanis. It will 
never lose relevance.

How did you turn the four-page story 
into a 90-minute play?  
Manto’s story about a swap of  lunatics 
by India and Pakistan post Partition is 
short and spare. He tells us very little 
about the Sikh lunatic called Toba Tek 
Singh. There are hints of  property dis-
putes, a suggestion that his daughter has 
been killed during Partition riots, and 
news that his family has gone to India. 
Manto does not elaborate, and does not 
need to. The less we know about the man, 

the better he represents the 
disorientation caused by 
Partition. So, instead of  
adding detail to the story, I 
extended a delightful little 

incident that Manto mentions in passing 
— a lunatic named Mohammad Ali de-
clares himself  to be Mohammad Ali 
Jinnah, upon which a Sikh lunatic de-
cides that he is Master Tara Singh. The 
two nearly come to blows and are locked 
away. I went further with this rich nug-
get. What if  every lunatic in the asylum 
were to imagine himself  or herself  to 
be a historical figure? Could I populate 
a whole asylum with a Gandhi, a Nehru, 
a Jinnah, a Liaquat, a Mountbatten…? 
That would be a fitting acknowledge-
ment of  Manto’s point — those inside 
the asylum got it right; those outside 
were lunatics and belonged inside.  

Tell us about your theatre company.
After 22 years of  performance, Naatak 
is probably the most prominent Indian 
theatre company in America. Founded 
by students at Berkeley and Stanford, 
Naatak is theatre by techies: by day, its 
members work in Silicon Valley com-
panies such as Google, Apple, IBM, 
Oracle, SAP and by night, they turn 
into serious theatre professionals. We 
envision ourselves as ‘Theatre of  In-
dia, outside India’. 

Your latest novel Harilal & Sons is about 
Marwaris in Kolkata and is based on your 
grandfather’s story. Did you want to 
break the stereotype of the money-
grubbing Marwari?
Stereotypes are built around 
grains of  truth. The money-grub-
bing Marwari is not a myth, it is 

merely an unsympathetic exaggera-
tion, constructed by those who do not 
possess or appreciate the Marwari’s 
enterprise, thrift and conservatism. My 
grandfather was a man of  his times — 
he defied neither convention nor his 
community. The novel, therefore, does 
not break the stereotype, and does not 
try to — it exposes the grains of  truth 
upon which that stereotype is built.

As an Indian immigrant in Trump’s 
America, are you hoping he changes his 
stand on H1B visas after meeting Modi?
Decades ago, I was employed briefly on 
an H1B visa, so I empathise with those 
affected, and I live in Silicon Valley 
where Trump is regarded with barely 
concealed contempt. I share that con-
tempt. Having said that, I cannot work 
up much sympathy for Indian politi-
cians who jump up and down at every 
change in American policy, which is, 
and should be, designed primarily for 
the welfare of  Americans. Now, it is 
quite possible that Trump’s stand on 
H1B will hurt the US economy far more 
than the Indian one, but when Modi 
meets Trump, he should not waste his 
time or compromise his dignity by 
pleading for more H1B visas. India’s 
prosperity is tied to matters like educa-
tion, Swachh Bharat, and the rule of  law, 
not to the caprice of  American policy or 
the number of  H1B visas.

The Bihar-born Sujit Saraf studied at Berkeley, worked 
at Nasa, taught at IIT Delhi and set up Silicon Valley 
startups, none of which, he says, were as rewarding as 
writing and staging plays. The techie tells Neelam Raaj 
about his latest venture: a musical adaptation of Saadat 
Hasan Manto’s classic, Toba Tek Singh, to be staged by 
theatre group Naatak in California on July 9

Manto’s story belongs to India 
and Pak. It’ll never be irrelevant
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi and US pres-
ident Donald Trump meet on Monday. Here is 
one imagined scenario:
PM Modi, in saffron waistcoat and a cream silk 
kurta, enters the Oval Office. Given that this 

is a one-on-one meeting, no aides are present. Trump is busy 
checking his Twitter notifications. He had called a female jour-
nalist “so ugly and fake”. He grins at the agony the tweet has 
caused. “Suckers,” Trump says to himself, pumping his fist.
Modi clears his throat. 
“Oh,” Trump says as he looks up, “wel-
come, welcome.” Both leaders move to 
the comfortable sofas.“Not bad, eh?” 
Trump says, “The most powerful office 
in the world.” “Nice. I have been here. 
When I met Barack,” Modi says.
“Sorry, Barack who?” Trump says.
“The past president...”
“Oh that guy? Such a loser, isn’t he?”
“Well,” Modi says, switching topics, “Glad 
to see you. There are a couple of  issues 
we need to discuss.”
“Yeah sure. I mean,” Trump says, “I love 
Pakistan. You and I can work together 
so well.”
Modi looks at Trump. “President Trump, I am the Prime Min-
ister of  India.”
“Really? What the...?” Trump checks his phone. “My staff  messed 
up. Sorry. So you are India? Hindus, right? I love Hindus.”
“Well, we have a lot of  Hindus, but we also have other people.”
“Who?” Trump says, and winks, “The bad guys?”
An awkward Modi looks around the Oval Office before  speak-
ing again. “I wouldn’t say that. We are a secular country.”
“Secular? What’s that?” Trump says. 
“Well, leave that. Shall we talk about the issues?” Modi says.
“Sure, go ahead,” Trump says as he checks his phone again. 
“Can you believe it? Six news channels are running stories on 
my tweet right now.”
“That’s good,” Modi says. He opens the list of  things he wants 
to discuss.
“Do you tweet…what’s your name...Moody?”
“Modi. You can call me Narendra.”
“Naren…what? Can I just do Moody?”
“Modi.”
“Mow-di.”
“Better. And yeah, I do tweet. But safely. I say one wrong thing, 
the media goes crazy,” Modi says.
“But isn’t that the fun part of  this job? Pissing them off,” Trump 
laughs. 

Modi smiles. “Let’s discuss terrorism. Pakistan continues to 
harbour terrorists.” 
“That is bad. Pakistan is very very bad,” Trump says.
“You just said you loved Pakistan,” Modi says.
“Did I?” 
“Yeah. And see this is the hypocrisy. You keep Pakistan as your 
ally, but then say you want to solve terror.” 
“Hmmm,” Trump says.
“You agree?” 
“You hungry, Moody? Let me order some excellent beef  steak,” 
Trump says. He picks up the landline phone.
“No beef ! No beef !” Modi says.
Trump keeps the landline down. “Why?” he asks, puzzled. “It’s 
Angus beef. The best cuts.”
“We don’t eat cows. We see them as our mother.”
“Mother?”
“Yeah, cow gives us milk. So it is like a mother.” 
“Oh you mean, like how women give milk from....” Trump winks 
again. “That’s funny. Cows and b**bs. Haha.”
“Actually it is not funny. It’s quite inappropriate. We worship 
cows in our religion.”
“Holy cow! Who? Hindus?”
“Yeah. That’s why cow slaughter is banned in India.”
“Oh. But you said you were a secular country. So how can you 
ban something based on one religion?” Trump says.

“It’s complicated. Can we not discuss 
cows? 
“Okay. What else do you want to talk 
about?”
“Your H1B visa cuts,” Modi says.“Our IT 
industry will suffer if  you cut down on 
these visas.”
“But we gave you a visa,” Trump says with 
a laugh. “They didn’t give you one long 
ago.”
“Yeah. And that was unfair then.”
“Oh well. We aren’t fair people. And I 
wasn’t president then. Some dumb guy 
did it. Can I make it up to you? You want 
a beer?” Trump says, picking up the 
phone again.

“No! No!” Modi says, shaking his hands. “I don’t drink. In fact, 
in my state, alcohol is banned too.”
“Why? Ban republic you guys are, eh?” Trump says, and laughs. 
“So no meat and no alcohol. What do you do for fun buddy?”
“Err,” Modi pauses, wondering what to say. “Yoga?”
“Oh I love yoga. Such hot Indian chicks used to come to the 
yoga studio near my Trump Tower in New York. They do these 
forward bends and…”
Modi stands up. “I think I shall take your leave.”
“Really? Why?” Trump says, and sees his phone again. “Oh 
wait, I’m trending. Ok I got to tweet some more. Bye buddy. You 
think our meeting went well?”
“Err, yeah. Should we do a selfie?” Modi says.
“That’s an awesome idea. Let me tweet that. Selfie with my 
Hindu PM friend.”
“Actually it is Indian PM.”
“Yeah whatever. Come closer to the light, buddy.... I am really 
white, so I don’t want you to look too dark.”
Click.
Press Release: PM Modi and President Trump met to discuss 
a whole range of  issues to improve cooperation between the 
two countries.
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TALK TIME: America first or India first?

Jab they meet: 
What Trump 
may tell Modi 

Imagine the horror of  the daugh-
ter, studying to be a doctor, who 
had just returned to spend Eid 
with her family. Two nights later 
her father, a DSP in the Jammu 

& Kashmir police, is lynched, stripped and beaten 
with rods outside a Srinagar mosque and his body 
dumped in a drain. Imagine too the life-long sor-
row that has struck the mother, who watched her 
son set off  for Delhi for Eid shopping only to learn 
that he has been stabbed to death on a train, after 
being accused of  carrying beef  in food packets. 

The terrifying ends of  Junaid and DSP Moham-
mad Ayub Pandith, one 15 and the other in his 50s, 
suggest that we have begun to devour ourselves.  
The word lynch means a mob killing someone for 
an alleged offence without a legal trial. The dark-

est thing one can say about the lynching in Srina-
gar is that the Valley is more connected to India 
than some of  its residents think. Yes, people threw 
stones, protested, raised anti-India slogans, they 
attacked forces, militancy rose and ebbed and 
sometimes life did appear normal. Now they are 
lynching people. 

And let us state this upfront: the multiple cases 
of  lynching of  members of  a particular commu-
nity in India only harden the anti-India resolve in 
Kashmir. The narrative of  India is deeply con-
nected to the narrative of  Kashmir and our selling 
point was rejection of  the Two-Nation Theory, that 
Hindus and Muslims make separate nations. Paki-
stan has certainly failed as the Land of  the Pure, 
since Muslim devours Muslim there. But we are 
beginning to falter and let’s recognise that.  

That is why there is an urgent need for those 
who genuinely care about India, both as a nation-
al territory and a moral power, to caution some 
invited panelists on Indian television from unre-

strained racial and communal profiling of  Kash-
miri people. It is a nightly spectacle that has en-
tirely gone out of  hand. Recently, a former RAW 
man, a regular on TV channels, crossed every line 
of  decency when he suggested that Kashmiri 
youth oppose India as they are the illegitimate 
offspring of  militants from across the border. Im-
agine the outrage in India if  this was ever sug-
gested to another community group. This is not 
the first time this individual has spoken of  the 
“qaum” (community) being a particular way.  

To my mind, another panelist recently became 
a symbol of  great tragedy presented as pathetic 
prime-time farce when he asked a Kashmiri guest 
why the people of  the Valley have red cheeks 
when they live in so much unrest (presumably 
they should be malnourished but the red cheeks 
suggest otherwise). The remark could have been 
dismissed as laughable but it’s not when the over-
all tone of  TV debates has shifted from the old 
format of  blaming Pakistan and praising the 

Indian Army, to the new format of  abusing the 
Kashmiri people and suggesting that the blood-
line is suspect.

The Line of  Speech Control is being repeat-
edly crossed and it’s having consequences in add-
ing to the alienation in the Valley. Let’s flag it. 
Presuming that the government cannot control 
panelists, it can at least caution BJP spokesper-
sons against nodding in agreement when such 
statements are made and advise them against 
stereotyping members of  a particular community 
or residents of  a particular geographical location.

 At one level, the BJP-PDP alliance that is in 
power in J&K was a bold attempt to go beyond 
ideological rigidities and work with what is there 
on the table, and I know that some members of  the 
BJP/RSS genuinely hoped to make it work in a 
plausible manner. But it’s failed miserably. The 
political concern for the BJP would be its huge base 
in Jammu and the need to ensure that the term of  
its MLAs is not cut short. But tackling Kashmir 

requires a vision larger than electoral calculations.
There is talk of  a “Tibet-type solution” but India 

is thankfully not China, and incidentally the Dalai 
Lama seeks refuge in our country fleeing Chinese 
oppression. Hopefully, we would never go down that 
path. Anyone familiar with Kashmir would know 
that it’s a complicated place where there has always 
been a constituency for azadi and a smaller one for 
Pakistan but lately they have merged.

 Equally, travel out of  Srinagar and into the ap-
ple orchards and you will find people impatient to 
sell their produce in India before it rots because of  
curfew. The DSP who died too had invested in a job 
that made him a guardian of  the Indian project. 
Halfway into this year, 16 J&K personnel (all Kash-
miris) have been killed, the highest toll ever. When 
we insult an entire people, then even those who 
have invested in us become vulnerable.
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The Line of Speech Control is being crossed, and it’s alienating the Valley

CHETAN BHAGAT

THE UNDERAGE OPTIMIST

What the hell are these netas doing? 
What horrible games are they play-
ing? What will they tell the young of  
the nation when confronted? That the 
next President of  India will be ap-

pointed based solely on that dreaded ‘C-word’ — caste 
— forget any other qualification? 

Caste has been India’s curse for centuries. Yes, of  
course we can’t wish it away. But surely we don’t have 
to brazenly endorse it and shamelessly manipulate 
caste issues in order to score political victories? As 
Indians, we desperately crave the watching world’s 
respect. We want India to be seated at the high table. 
We talk about being a superpower. We send rockets 
into space and launch hundreds of  satellites. We ex-
pect the world to gasp and applaud. At the same time, 
we indulge in caste machina-
tions of  the lowest kind when 
it comes to the appointment 
of  a person to the highest of-
fice in the land. We don’t feel 
embarrassed to openly dis-
cuss the ‘advantages’ of  hav-
ing a Dalit President. Without 
the slightest self-conscious-
ness, we interject a ‘but’ into 
the dialogue (“Ram Nath Ko-
vind is a Dalit, but...”). What 
does that significant ‘but’ 
even mean? Why is it there? 

To compound the original 
sin of  the NDA handpicking a 
candidate only because he be-
longs to a particular caste, 17 
opposition parties get together and propose another 
Dalit candidate, this time with double qualifications! 
Not only is ex-Speaker Meira Kumar a Dalit, she is also 
a woman! Whoopee! It’s called killing two birds with 
one stone. Not once during this absurd nomination 
game did anybody think it unseemly and nauseatingly 
inappropriate to blatantly flash and exploit the Dalit 
identities of  the two candidates especially selected to 
play their assigned roles by kingmakers out to milk 
this golden opportunity during polls.

This is not to denigrate the many virtues of  either 
Ram Nath Kovind (most people, including NCP leader 
Sharad Pawar, had never heard of  the worthy gentle-
man till his name popped up for the top job), or the 
soft-spoken Meira Kumar. Both individuals come with 
impressive educational and professional credentials. 
Why not focus on those? Why harp on their Dalit iden-
tity? As if  there is nothing more to them than being 
born Dalit. Add to that the latest Dalit vs Dalit tussle, 
with sub-castes coming into the picture, and what you 

get is a horribly regressive, cold-blooded attempt to 
divide the vote and make hay — at the expense of  stabil-
ity and progress, which every party ostensibly bats for.

The time has come to seek a pan-India opinion poll 
on the vexing issue of  continuing with this outdated 
and archaic ceremonial job. Do we need a President 
at all? The ugly fight to capture Rashtrapati Bhavan 
is not a new one. It started around the time of  Giani 
Zail Singh (1982), the man who had publicly offered to 
pick up a broom and sweep the floor for Indira Gandhi. 
The depth of  degradation of  this hallowed office was 
reached when Pratibha Patil became President in 2007, 
garnering 65.8% votes. With the exception of  N San-
jiva Reddy in 1977, who waltzed unchallenged into 
office after the returning officer rejected 36 of  37 can-
didates, the rest have had to scramble for the post after 
a contest. Indisputably, the nation’s most loved Presi-
dent to date remains APJ Abdul Kalam, who received 
89.6% of  the vote, defeating Lakshmi Sahgal in 2002. 
He certainly deserved a second term, though the only 

President to have enjoyed the 
privilege so far has been Ra-
jendra Prasad.

Had the newest contest 
been a fight between gladia-
tors, it would have been fun to 
take sides. Now that it has 
been reduced to a Dalit vs 
Dalit contest, it hardly mat-
ters which candidate wins. 
One tiny consolation though: 
there were alarming rumours 
early in the game that assort-
ed Bollywood personalities 
and sportstars were hard at 
work, lobbying for nomina-
tions. Now, while we deeply 
appreciate our entertainers in 

both fields, having one of  them occupy Rashtrapati 
Bhavan would have been a bit much, even by today’s 
chilled-out standards. It’s one thing being kings of  
social media, quite another assuming the role of  
President of  India. For one, there may not be a script 
available when required at short notice. Besides, Rash-
trapati Bhavan is not a Sanjay Leela Bhansali film set, 
even if  it does resemble one. Nor is it a stadium, even 
if  it is as large as one. Aging sports icons would need 
brains more than strong wrists to hit it out of  the field 
during state visits. 

Oh well, in the wretched game of  numbers it isn’t 
all that difficult to figure out who will win this round. 
It is already a dirty caste war. I am not about to con-
vert it into a militant gender war. May the better 
person win. Rather, may India emerge the winner 
despite the devious doings of  our netas.
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Cities as permanent and static may 
be a Western fact, but it is an Indian 
myth. After 20 years in India, I went 
back to Philadelphia where I had 
been a student. Despite the long 

break, I was able to move about familiar buildings and 
landmarks as if  I had just left yesterday. I return to 
Delhi after a month away, and the change is noticeable 
and disorienting. Buildings have stained, broken, 
changed ownership, added floors, been demolished. 
The park has acquired a temple, families are camped 
on the road. There are more people everywhere. 

Demographic changes to the city are far more caus-
tic and lethal than those that meet the eye. In Mumbai, 
2,400 migrant families move in every week; while Delhi 
gets its share with a two lakh intake every year. If  the 
crowding is more visible in Mumbai it is only because 
Delhi’s 1,500 square kilometres spreads the increase 

over a wider footprint. In cities like Visakhapatnam, 
Kanpur  and Jabalpur more than half  the residents live 
in large slums or as migrants waiting to make their 
own slums. More enter every city every day.

Three rules of  entropy apply to all Indian cities. 
First, every planning model is overturned by an excess 
of  population — housing and public transport, for ex-
ample, cannot keep up with rising numbers. Second, 
space is often not legally used for the intention for 
which it is made — markets become warehouses, hous-
es are used as makeshift factories, sidewalks as tempo-
rary homes, parks as toilets. Third, everything decays 
and falls apart faster than the Mughal monument down 
the road — an indicator as much of  weathering, as of  
poor construction quality. These unwritten rules make 
every act of  construction redundant before its time.

My own planned colony in Delhi is next to one of  the 
city’s largest slums. Mud shacks, half  brick, are clustered 
in densities so tight it is humanly impossible to negotiate 

the alleys within. Still, every day sewing machines work 
away, a small shop dispenses essentials, children play 
cricket on a pitch condensed to slum size. Life is open, 
participatory, and with a host of  spontaneous relation-
ships. My colony, by contrast, is better known for its 
shortcomings: private cars clog public roads, garbage 
spills out of  municipal bins, there are daily battles over 
parking, shuttered gates, an occasional murder. Life is 
private, insular and getting more so. 

That the two places are urban neighbours is not 
unusual. Even though the primary thrust of  both 
places is an improvement of  life, there is a clear differ-
ence between intent and result. In one, a great density 
of  people live in relative harmony, their houses, utili-
ties, public facilities on constant upgrade; in the other, 
life is in perennial decline, people are self-protective, 
possessive and ready to shoot each other over a parking 
spot, there is continual overbuilding and crowding. 
After a few years, my supposed posh colony will be 
indistinguishable from the slum; and after a few more, 
the slum would become the preferred address.

Such a reversal is happening all over Delhi, Kanpur, 
Bengaluru and many other cities with a growing popu-
lation of  dispossessed. With a rapid increase in urban 
migration, it will continue to happen, till the planned 
city becomes so minor and insignificant it will be ab-
sorbed in a vast single slum. This isn’t such a bad thing. 
More and more, the government needs to recognise 
these forces as positive. When the city’s slum area was 
a mere 10%, it was possible to whitewash and erase 
people from civic visibility. But by 2025 India expects 
to have the largest mobile population in the world. A 
recognition of  the daunting statistics should become 
a key factor in city design.

Even without a conscious plan, the city of  the future 
will emerge out of  these migration numbers, and plan-
ning will be turned upon its head. No longer will the 
great symbolic spaces of  Delhi or the state capitals hold 
relevance. For the new majority, the tradition of  land 
ownership, home, civic participation will be drowned 
in their own reality — a shifting employment and home 
as temporary camp. Bureaucracy and planning will 
necessarily have to reorient their aims to migratory 
tasks. Fluid, constantly transforming cities will become 
the norm; pushed into a corner the architect and plan-
ner will need to figure out possible methods for their 
new, relentlessly mobile clients. 

Lacking ideas of  its own the government has no 
choice but to accept the prototype of  the Western 
model. In the long term, the Indian city will become 
a recognisable original entity only if  it gives cohesive 
structure to migration. If  anything, the older, settled, 
middle-class residents must learn to live with change, 
if  necessary integrate, or move.

Bhatia is a Delhi-based architect
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Cities must plan for an India on 
the move or end up as slums

MIGRANT NATION: By 2025, India is likely to have the 
largest mobile population in the world

TWO-HORSE RACE: Why harp on caste when the  
candidates have other credentials?

Email the editor at 
sunday.times@timesgroup.com
with ‘Sunday Mailbox’ in the subject line. 
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Human-like AI? 
I read Rob Merkel’s interview with 
interest (‘AI can help doctors fight 
cancer, but it’s not meant to replace 
them’, June 18) and found an 
analogy between Watson for 
Oncology and a novel AI algorithm 
featured in an article by Matthew 
Hutson in the journal Science on 
June 14. He explains how AI is 
mastering ‘relational reasoning’, a 
cognitive concept that uses logic to 
connect and compare complex 
entities, such as places, objects, 
sequences and other parameters. 
This artificial neural network, which 
is an attempt to bridge the gap 
between symbolic and statistical AI, 
is still in its infancy, and researchers 
at Google’s DeepMind are working 
towards perfecting its human-like 
reasoning. When this happens, it will 
probably have applications in 
precision and personalised medicine 
like Watson, aid doctors in collating 
clinical data and making critical 
decisions in oncology and may even 
supplant them in the future.       

Alakananda Dasgupta, Delhi
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PROCRASTINATION
Do you know what’s my 

greatest sorrow?
Time is something you 

cannot borrow.
So the days go by,

As I watch paint dry,
And sit here waiting for tomorrow.

K VS K
Kumble said, “Get me out 

of  this jail.
It’s so sad that I’m the one to bail.”

Kohli said, with a groan,
“It’s my house they will stone

When we lose. That’s why 
I should prevail.”

RHYME & 
REASON
AMIT VARMA

As parties out-Dalit each other, 
time to ask if we need a prez at all

GAUTAM BHATIA

BY INVITATION

SABA NAQVI

BY INVITATION

SHOBHAA DE

POLITICALLY INCORRECT
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