May 2021 I Issue 25

The Prabha Khaitan Foundation Chronicle

   
, , ,
,   
    -
   
    
     
    
    
   

INSIDE

Pg 4-24
HOUSE OF
WORDS

INITIATING
INDORE

PANDEMIC AND
THE ARTS

DIFFERENT
STROKES

28

30

40

46

2

INSIDE
MANISHA JAIN

A THEATRE TREASURE

Communications & Branding Chief,
Prabha Khaitan Foundation

25

INDIA THROUGH A
REPORTER’S EYE
26

BREAKING DOWN
WALLS
29

REPRESENTING DALIT
HISTORY
32

THE ART OF MAKING
LOVE
34

LOGGING LIFE LESSONS
36

  



        ,    
            
            
    ,         
  ,        ,      
  
             
  —           
             
              
  ,            
                
        ,       
    

POETRY FOR THE
SOUL
37

           —  
       --  ,  
            
         ,     
        

BEING WOMEN

       Newsletter@pkfoundation.org 
              

38

CINEMA, THE
BHOJPURI WAY
44

           ,
        ,     
      ,      
 !
       !  ,  

BIRMINGHAM’S BEST
49

SMOKING KILLS
50

The editorial has been translated in Hindi
Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in the articles are those of
the authors. They do not reflect the opinions or views of the Foundation
or its members.

3

SNAPSHOT
OF THE MONTH

WISHES EHSAAS
WOMEN BORN IN MAY
10th May

Shraddhaa Murdia

SPOTTED

Prabha Khaitan Foundation believes in promoting young, upcoming authors. Here’s
a moment from the launch of Naina Pachnanda’s book of poems, The New India, by
Union Minister Smriti Irani. The book was published with the support of
Prabha Khaitan Foundation.

18th May

21st May

Ankita Khattry

27th May

Neelima Dalmia
Adhar

Preeti Gill

Apra Kuchhal

Shubh Singhvi

Vinti Kathuria

30th May

Ehsaas Woman of Udaipur, Shraddhaa Murdia, with Ehsaas Woman of
Chennai, Deepika Goyal, in Chennai. At Prabha Khaitan Foundation we
believe that we must adhere to all safety protocols and wear masks at
all times.

29th May

31st May
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Apra Kuchhal and L.P. Pant with Narendra Kohli
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Gaurav Girija Shukla with Narendra Kohli
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Kanak Rekha Chauhan with Narendra Kohli
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(L-R) Padmesh Gupta, Abhigyan Prakash, Mira Kaushik and Prithvi Raj Chauhan (former chief minister of Maharashtra)
with Narendra Kohli
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(L-R) Shelja Singh, Sushma Sethia and Preeti Mehta with Narendra Kohli
and his wife Madhurima Kohli
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Only Fact,
No Fiction

Ben Edwards

Prem Prakash

Myron Belkind

K

itaab, a Prabha Khaitan Foundation
foundational understanding of India’s
initiative, hosted the virtual book
post-Independence relationship with
launch of veteran journalist Prem
its neighbours. Jaiswal recognised
Prakash’s Reporting India: My Seventythat Reporting India explored the
year Journey as a Journalist. The
depths of these relationships from the
conversation was hosted by Anoop
perspective of a veteran journalist who
Bhargava, the founder of Jhilmil, and
has seen it all. Later in the discussion
facilitated by Myron Belkind and Ben
Belkind also agreed that Prakash’s book
Edwards, who have both worked as
could certainly serve as essential reading
Randhir Jaiswal
journalists with Prakash. Prakash’s memoir
for historians, diplomats and journalists, as
was launched by the Consul-General of India
it tells the story of the building of the nation
in New York, Randhir Jaiswal, who noted with interest
since Independence. The book contains a detailed
that he happened to be an alumnus of the same college as
analysis of the work of different prime ministers and
Prakash — Hindu College — albeit separated by 40 years.
leaders who have been at the helm of governance.
Jaiswal described Prakash’s book as enriching and
thought-provoking in its narrative of India’s political
milestones. Jaiswal went on to explain that when he
had joined the Indian Foreign Service, he had been
given a long reading list which focused on South Asian
political history, so that civil servants could build a

Once the book was unveiled by Jaiswal, the
conversation was steered by Belkind and Edwards.
While Edwards has moved from journalism to running
a consultancy in management and leadership, Belkind
has spent decades as an Associated Press foreign
correspondent and bureau chief in New Delhi, London

27

Aakriti Periwal

Anoop Bhargava

and Tokyo. He has known Prakash since 1966 and is
currently a lecturer in the School of Media and Public
Affairs at George Washington University. He served
as chairman of the International Correspondents’
Committee at the National Press Club from
2005 to 2013 and was also president of the
National Press Club in the US in 2014.
“Mankind has always sought information,
and that’s where journalism begins,” said
Prakash, who is now the chairman of the
multimedia news agency, ANI (Asian News
International). He was born in Rawalpindi,
now in Pakistan, and grew up in Chandni
Chowk, Delhi. He recollected how the
summer of 1946 in Delhi was a strangely
deserted time, and yet, because the British
were in such a tearing hurry to exit,
selling their businesses for a lark, many
Indians were able to take advantage of
it. “After 1947, the opportunity to do
whatever you wanted was so much…
I decided to move to journalism,” said
Prakash.

NEW YORK

by one’s own ideas or emotion, is a stance Prakash
maintained throughout the conversation.
Prakash’s Reporting India traces his illustrious career,
both as a photographer as well as a columnist.
Having covered major world events, including
natural calamities, wars and insurgencies,
Prakash is no stranger to the dangers of the job.
And yet, he chose to report from the heart of
the strife in East Pakistan in 1971, instead of
from the comfort of The Great Eastern Hotel in
Calcutta. Despite many near-death encounters,
all of which has been described vividly in the
book, he has lived to tell the tale, and is in fact,
approaching his 90th birthday in August.

To be successful, you
must go into the field and
make sure your sources
are correct. If you’re in
Editorial, then you can give
your opinion, but if you
are in reporting, stick to
reporting

He insisted that there will always
be a future for journalists because
people will always need information.
He agreed that the medium via which
this information could be imparted
is fast changing, what with all the
websites cropping up. For his American
audience he explained that Indian newspapers, despite
all the competition from television, were running very
successfully and the newspapers printed in regional
languages were doing especially well. He recognised that
one of the disadvantages of the demands of live coverage
online was that one did not really have time to edit
information and reporters would have to be quick on the
uptake to not miss anything.
When asked what advice he might have for budding
journalists, Prakash said, “To be successful, you must go
into the field and make sure your sources are correct. If
you’re in Editorial, then you can give your opinion, but
if you are in reporting, stick to reporting.” That the duty
of a journalist is to present facts, which are not coloured

Thomnas Abraham

Prakash has covered most of the defining
moments in India’s history of nation
building, such as the 1962 India-China
war, the assassination of Indira Gandhi,
and Lal Bahadur Shastri’s fateful
Tashkent journey. He traces India’s
political journey right from Jawaharlal
Nehru’s demise to Narendra Modi’s
rise. “India is moving ahead. We have
come a long way and we will move
further,” was his firm opinion.

He was also optimistic about India’s
relations with the United States. He
commended the fact that despite all the
ups and downs, the two countries have
moved into a strategic relationship in
defence, given how the Chinese are eyeing the Pacific. In
fact, in his assessment, the only reason China happened
to be ahead of India’s economy was because “a communist
country adopted a capitalist economy and a capitalist
country adopted Fabian socialism. Else, we could have
also been well ahead of China!”
And yet, even after having seen the world change in so
many ways, Prakash’s impossibly simple life advice to his
audience was, “Live your life fully.”
Kitaab New York is presented in association with Jhilmil,
The Global Organization of People with Indian Origin
and Consulate General of India
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Writing is Like Building
a House in Sri Lanka —
Ashok Ferrey
a predominantly Black area. The people living there
were migrating, which created a lot of jobs in real estate;
which is what inspired him to set the story in London,
Ferrey said.
The writer confessed that this book was one of
his hardest projects. It seemed easy initially, as
he was drawing from personal experiences.
However, he always had to mind the thin line
that stops an author from delving so deep
into narration that he loses himself in it.

Ashok Ferrey

A

n unmarriageable man sat
eating wasps, leaving everyone
with much food for thought!
Curious? Well, read on.

Anita Nair

Ashok Ferrey, who is a celebrated writer
among many other things, was in conversation with
fellow writer Anita Nair, of Eating Wasps fame, at the
latest edition of The Universe Writes.
Ferrey has just released a new book, The
Unmarriageable Man, which led Nair to dive into his
inspiration for the book and subsequently his past. Both
of them were welcomed to the conversation by Urvi
Bhuwania.
Ferrey is a best-selling Sri Lankan author, apart from
being an illustrator, a builder and a personal trainer.
Four of his books have been nominated for Sri Lanka’s
Gratiaen Prize, and one for its state literary award.
The Ceaseless Chatter of Demons was longlisted for the
prestigious DSC Prize for South Asian Literature.
The Unmarriageable Man is about Sanjay, who breaks
away from his beliefs and ideologies to find his true self
after the death of his father. Heavily shaped by Ferrey’s
own formative years spent as a builder in London, this
book can be categorised as a “bildungsroman”, or a
coming-of-age story. Ferrey worked in construction for
many years in London, much to his parents’ dismay.
He was in Princeton at the time, which back then was
@theuniversewrites
@universe_writes
@theuniversewrites

It is important to distance oneself from
one’s work, no matter how many personal
experiences are involved in the story, to
stop it from becoming a memoir of misery,
he pointed out. Another aspect that made this
book difficult was the fact that he was writing
about people known to him and there are a lot of pitfalls
when you write about people you know. It is very
easy to offend someone or a group of people through
one’s narration or even end up giving a wrong idea of
a person to the audience. The biggest example being
Sanjay’s father in The Unmarriageable Man, who was
a monster, but in real life, Ferrey’s father was a lovely
man. His grief at his father’s passing, though, was a very
real emotion that shaped the writing of this book, he
revealed.
Nair said that while it could have easily become a
misery memoir, it retained “a lightness of touch”, which
deepened its sense of grief even more. She added that
she always got a sense of restoration from this book
because of the various layers in it. Each reading of the
book brings out a different meaning, she said.
The conversation touched upon Ferrey’s several
talents, and how he manages to pursue them all. He
said the key element was to not get the layers mixed up,
and keep them all satiated. All the layers combine to
make the person that he is, yet keeping them separate is
important.
The Universe Writes is presented by Shree Cement Ltd, in
association with Siyahi
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NAGPUR

Demolishing the Taboo
Around Mental Illness

Shubha Menon

Jyoti Kapoor

A

story can either be one which helps us escape into a
land of imagination or can resonate with our reality.
Shubha Menon is one of those authors who believes in
portraying the reality of a situation through her words to
shine the spotlight on certains truths of our society, which
more often than not go unnoticed.
Formerly a copywriter for the advertising major,
Ogilvy, Menon is today not only a well-known author but
also a life coach and writing coach. She is also a mental
health advocate and a peer support specialist certified by
DBSA (Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance), USA.
Menon’s first book, The Second Coming, is a romantic
comedy based on “real-life overweight middle-aged
women stuck in unhappy marriages”. She took a different
narrative turn with her second one, Resilience — Stories of
Muslim Women, which ventured into the mid-life crises
and mental health of Muslim women.
The Write Circle Nagpur saw Menon in conversation
with Jyoti Kapoor, Ehsaas Woman of Nagpur.
The session started with Menon talking about how
she shifted from advertising to writing. She talked about
overhearing conversations between urban, married,
working women about their desire to be with people
besides their respective husbands because of the lack of
romance in their relationship.
“Maybe these women never went ahead and had affairs
but the desire was certainly there. I knew that I had to
write this out and explore it thoroughly, as such a topic
had never been covered before because of its taboo in
Indian society” Menon said. This eventually gave birth
to her first book, The Second Coming, and caused an
unforeseen yet organic shift in Menon’s life.

Parveen Tuli

Priyanka Kothari

Kapoor wanted to know why Menon shifted genres
with her second book. Menon said that the basic
difference lay in the fact that the first book was written on
a whim and the second one was based on social issues.
In a refreshing departure from stereotypical portrayals
of Muslim women, their helplessness and ignorance,
Resilience — Stories of Muslim Women explores the lives
of 11 women who fought against all odds to shine, once
they got the opportunity to study in a tiny adult education
centre.
Menon shared how her mother lived with severe
bipolar disorder; later she too was diagnosed with the
same. “When I came to know I suffer from bipolar, that’s
when I realised and understood my mother’s agony” she
said.
The taboo around bipolar disorder really disturbed
her. “Bipolar, or for that matter any mental illness, should
not be treated as a dirty secret. Being a writer, I felt
the responsibility to remove the stigma around mental
illnesses. So I decided to write about it,” she said. Her
upcoming book, Jump, deals with this issue. She shared
that writing this book served as a vent for her feelings and
as a ray of hope.
The session concluded with Menon’s inspiring words,
“Ideas are everywhere”. She urged the audience to keep
looking at the most mundane things like reading a
newspaper and the moment something looks interesting,
that is the moment to strike.
The Write Circle Nagpur is presented by Shree Cement Ltd,
in association with Lokmat, Radisson Blu Nagpur and
Ehsaas Women of Nagpur
@write_circle

@WriteCircle
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Shruti Agarwal

Unnati Singh
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What it Means
to be Dalit
in India

Sudarshan Ramabadran

Guru Prakash Paswan

T

he term “Dalit” has been a
Foundation, hosted Guru Prakash
contentious part of India’s
Paswan and Sudarshan Ramabadran,
political and cultural vocabulary
authors of the book The Makers of
for decades. Used to designate those
Modern Dalit History.
at the bottom of the caste hierarchy
As part of the evening’s proceedings,
in India, it is a word that has come to
Paswan and Ramabadran’s book
Meira Kumar
mean a lot of things: the struggle of the
was officially launched, with a sense
underprivileged against systemic prejudice,
of providential timing, as it happened to
the appropriation of the downtrodden for political
take place on the birth anniversary of Baba Saheb
opportunism, the championing of, and by, a set of people
Ambedkar, arguably the most important Dalit personality
for genuine social advancement and progress.
in the history of India.
Notwithstanding these multiple connotations of what
it means to be Dalit, more often than not the history of
Dalits in India has assumed a cyclical pattern, one which
keeps revolving between hope and despair, with very
little scope for a permanent escape from the clutches of
casteism.
In order to tackle these thorny issues and provide a
clear and powerful explanation of the status of Dalits
in India, Kitaab, an initiative of Prabha Khaitan

Paswan, an alumnus of the National Law Institute
University in Bhopal, is a national spokesperson of the
Bharatiya Janata Party and an assistant professor of law at
Patna University. He is also an adviser to the Dalit Indian
Chamber of Commerce and Industry.
Ramabadran is a writer and columnist who is an
alumnus of Chennai's Vivekananda College and Asian
College of Journalism. He is the founder of the Tamil
Nadu Young Thinkers Forum. He has worked with the
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pieces on similar subaltern achievers. This is how the
book was born and we are also looking forward to writing
a second part.”
Marya Shakil

Makarand Paranjape

New Indian Express in Chennai besides being a member
of the department of information for the government of
Gujarat.
Paswan and Ramabadran were joined in conversation
by Narendra Jadhav, a Member of Parliament from the
Rajya Sabha; Makarand Paranjape, director of Indian
Institute of Advanced Study (IIAS), Shimla;
and Meira Kumar, a former diplomat,
member of the Indian National Congress
(INC) and the 15th Speaker of the Lok
Sabha.

Jadhav lavished praise on the book, remarking
how “there are few books which are as thoughtprovoking.” However, he did mention two names of Dalit
changemakers that he found to be conspicuous by their
absence in the book ― Chandra Bhan Prasad and Suraj
Yengde. Specifically on Ambedkar, Jadhav noted that
“no matter what is written about his contribution it will
always be inadequate. There are many errors of omission
and commission…[but] I have gone through Ambedkar’s
profile (in the book) very closely and it is
certainly one of the most important ones.”

Paranjape broadened the discussion,
zooming out from the book towards
the caste system in general, stating
how he felt that instead of abolishing
The session was moderated by
the caste system ― which could
Marya Shakil, a television journalist
lead to anarchy ― amalgamation
and political editor of News 18.
of castes is a better alternative.
The panelists were welcomed to
“Nobody would willingly give up the
the discussion by Archana Dalmia,
tag that gives them empowerment,”
Ehsaas Woman of Delhi.
said Paranjape reiterating his point that
Narendra Jadhav
getting
rid of the caste system altogether
Shakil got the interaction underway by
would
provoke
a backlash. Rather, argued
reflecting on how the book is not an academic
Paranjape, a new form of identity could be created
exercise but a quest involving two friends whose
that
judged
people not on their background, but on the
disagreements and discussions have led to the eventual
basis
of
their
work, character, and ethics.
compilation of the text. Shakil added that the book
chronicles the isolation, the acceptance as well as the
Finally, Kumar’s insights began with highlighting the
assertion of the Dalit community in India.
double burden of Dalit women, who are discimrinated
against for being women as well as Dalits. Kumar went
Paswan said that the book was written not to stir up
on to share a personal anecdote about her mother to
a revolution, but to provide representation. “The young
amplify her point. “My mother was not allowed to sit at
Dalits think of representation at the crucial decisiona dining table while she was in a hostel. She had to sit
making positions. Over the course of the last seven
outside, on the floor. Yet, she continued with her studies.
decades, we have seen that there has been no Dalit
She faced the onslaught and humiliation, but look at her
occupying the position of a Cabinet secretary. The fact of
determination,” said Kumar.
the matter is that we are not having enough conversations
about all this, about caste issues,” observed Paswan.
Kumar also explained how the concept of karma has
often
been used to undermine Dalits and keep them
Ramabadran, who hails from Tamil Nadu, recounted
under
the thumb of the upper castes. Calling for such
how he had been witness to many social movements
notions to be eliminated, Kumar agreed with Paranjape
battling for the cause of the oppressed back in his
that “everyone should be judged on the basis of their
home state and that these experiences had made him
achievement and character and not the circumstances of
sensitive to the cause of Dalits and their fight for equality.
their birth.”
Ramabadran also delved into the genesis of the book by
talking about how “in 2016 we (Paswan and Ramabadran)
This session of Kitaab is presented by Shree Cement Ltd, in
had written an article on Ambedkar and the positive
association with Penguin Books
response to the article prompted us to write a series of

FARIDABAD
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Lovemaking:
A Lost Art
Form

Seema Anand

S

he is a mythologist, storyteller and a holistic lifestyle
coach. An authority on the Kama Sutra, she lectures
on tantric philosophy, the Mahavidyas, the Mahabharata
and the Bhagavad Gita, amongst others. Her work on
the revival and reproduction of oral literature from India
is associated with the UNESCO project for Endangered
Oral Traditions. Seema Anand was part of a candid
discussion on Indian mythology and female sexuality
at a virtual session of The Write Circle Faridabad and
Meerut. Welcoming everyone to the conversation was
Ehsaas Woman of Faridabad, Shweta Aggarwal, while
Ehsaas Woman of Bengaluru, Shruti Mittal, steered the
conversation, encouraging Anand to bust all the myths
about Indian mythology.
Growing up in India, Anand had studied only Western

Shruti Mittal

authors and found herself drawn to European mythology.
As part of a fellowship programme in Europe, she worked
as a tour guide, educating Indian tourists about European
history. It was only later, after moving to London and
becoming a mother, that she discovered Indian mythology
and its unexplored depths. She developed a keen interest
in how women are depicted in different stories and how
the stories we tell define who we are. For instance, it is a
common theme in stories for the man to come home and
assault the woman. Of course, she never says anything
to him, in order to preserve the respect and reputation
of the family. “We automatically define a good woman
to be somebody who never speaks up. And the woman
who speaks up and fights back is not a good woman,”
pointed out Anand. Gradually, she started to realise that
stories where a woman has a right to her own body were
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Shweta Aggarwal

FARIDABAD
MEERUT

Anshu Mehra

rare, and that it was far more common for a woman’s
sexuality to be portrayed as somebody else’s property.
She then went looking for the Kama Sutras, to dig out
the stories that have been silenced. “I cannot tell you
how beautiful the Kama Sutras are. I am so sad that
these have been silenced because there is nothing in
world literature that you can find to compare with this.”

For example, it was said that certain trees would blossom
only if they received affection from women.

“In ancient Indian literature, kama or love was not
a separate thing, it was so much a part of your life that
literature, art, music... everything was connected,”
explained Anand. The month of Chaitra for instance,
is the month of spring and spring festivals, which
makes it all about raising the energy of the earth and
getting Mother Earth to blossom again. Ancient Indian
texts described 30 festivals of love during Chaitra, and
yet none of them are talked about anymore. Anand
conjectured that since there were no pujas involved,
the Brahmins had little to gain from the translation of
these segments. After all, the celebrations were mostly
conducted by women in the form of dances and picnics.

the Kama Sutra. Anecdotes from the texts that Anand
has had the privilege of reading speaks of a society
unfettered by taboo and unafraid to love or express
passion. Anand ended with a direct appeal to the
members of Prabha Khaitan Foundation, urging them
to recognise that change lay in their hands, and if they
want a different world for their children, they would
have to spark the change.

“These are texts of such beauty that we need to revive
them. The next generation is losing out because they
don’t know about it. It is up to us Indians to bring it
back,” was Anand’s plea. The 58-year-old was afraid that
India is less liberal now than it used to be when she was
Anand went on to reveal that although other ancient
growing up. In fact, she credits her own confidence to
cultures have discussed the art of lovemaking, it has
the fearless women who brought her up. The women
been done from the point of view of the male gaze and
in Anand’s family have always been stalwarts of
the man’s pleasure. The Kama Sutra had Anand hooked
courage and independence. Her great-grandmother
because it focuses on female pleasure. Two thousand
was an inspector of schools, her grandmother studied
years ago, the text was written for men,
psychology, while her role model was
with the message that a woman’s
a grandaunt who was a gynaecologist,
I cannot tell you how
pleasure was most important;
unafraid to perform "illegal
implying that it was the man’s failure
abortions". When she was pregnant,
beautiful the Kama Sutras
if the woman lost interest. The script
her mother divorced her father for
are. I am so sad that
compared a man’s pleasure to fire —
daring to raise his hand on her. Anand
these have been silenced
as easy to ignite as it is to put out.
grew up around a group of strongbecause there is nothing
But it compared a woman’s pleasure
willed, working women, brimming
to water — it takes long to come to
with love. She said, “There is so much
in world literature that you
a boil and then takes long to cool
more to a woman’s identity than just
can find to compare
down. And while texts from other
that little box you get put into.”
with
this
cultures uses aggressive language to
Anand described vividly various
describe an erotic act, the Kama Sutra
customs and rituals involved with
uses beautiful metaphors to refer to
the ancient art of lovemaking, and
parts of the body, as well as various
expressed sorrow at all the “Prakrit literature” India
sexual positions.
has lost, which was written in the 1800s, inspired by

The Write Circle Faridabad and Meerut is presented by
Shree Cement Ltd, in association with Dainik Jagran,
Humane Foundation, Hotel Crystal Palace and Ehsaas
Women of Faridabad and Meerut
@write_circle

@WriteCircle
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The Collective
Wisdom of our Stories
that she was pulled out of school at a young age. It baffled
him how a person who didn’t finish school could be so
smart. His mother would often tell him that her
life had been her classroom and all that she
had learnt was by being observant of her
surroundings. This meant that she was
learning through living, which signalled
that everyone who was living was learning,
and he wanted to access that information.

Deepak Ramola

E

very human being has a story
to tell. If given a chance, one
“If we could package people’s wisdom
will notice that every single story is
into tablets and pop them as pills, how
different from the other and will teach us
much wiser we all would be,” Ramola smiled.
something new. This is the concept that led
This inspired him at a very young age to talk to
Vibhuti Duggar
to the birth of Project Fuel. Deepak Ramola
different people and listen to their stories and turn
was just 17 when he started on this initiative that
it into a form accessible to everyone.
takes life lessons from people and turns them into stories,
Ramola has serious issues with the way the phrase
performance pieces and interactive discussions. The aim
“Jack of all trades, master of none” is used. He feels that it
of this initiative is to document human experiences and
is used to limit a person from trying out different things
design human wisdom. Besides being the artistic director
and gaining knowledge. A person should never be told to
of Project Fuel, Ramola also serves as the Kindness
limit themselves as that often leads to adverse effects.
Ambassador for UNESCO MGIEP.
The Write Circle organised a virtual session in Raipur
with the poet and life skill educator. In conversation
with Ramola was Vibhuti Duggar, author and founder of
Project Purpose. They were welcomed by Ehsaas Woman
of Raipur, Kalpana Chaudhary.

Aanchal Garcha

Kalpana Chaudhary

Ramola said that one’s life is a culmination of the
journey and successes of their ancestors. The journey of
the last name or the family name is a collection of all the
journeys of the family. However, the journey of the first
name is of the self, and how one gives it credence. So,
his story began even before his idea was conceived, with
his family name. But what he makes of his journey as
‘Deepak’ is strictly his own and begins with him.
He said that his mother is one of the smartest people
he knows. She took care of the finances at home and also
joked about how she won all arguments with his father.
This made it all the more difficult for Ramola to believe
@write_circle

@WriteCircle

Ramola spoke about the immense pressure put on
children to go into “good” schools. “The school does not
churn out successful students, students make the name of
the school”, he pointed out. He firmly believes that parents
should stop pressuring their children and pre-deciding

Kirti Kirdatt

Shrishti Trivedi

their career paths. The role of a parent or teacher is to
guide and support, not curb their dreams.
The session concluded with Ramola saying that if
somebody is just waiting for something to happen,
nothing is going to happen. “One should never give up
hope but keep learning through their everyday life. If one
wants to achieve something great, one needs to put in the
work for it.”
The Write Circle Raipur is presented by Shree Cement Ltd
in association with Hyatt Raipur and
Ehsaas Women of Raipur

37

Rini Biswas

Srijato

KOLKATA

‘The Path of
Poetry is not a
Bed of Roses’ —
Srijato

I

t is believed that poetry is for the soul. It transcends the
shackles of time and language and touches the lives of
people. Poetry isn’t meant to be just read, it is meant to
be felt, and thus language is never a barrier. Keeping this
in mind, Prabha Khaitan Foundation has embarked on
a journey to celebrate regional Indian literature under its
Aakhar initiative. The Foundation held a virtual session
with celebrated Bengali poet Srijato, in conversation
with Bengali theatre personality Soumitra Mitra and
moderated by Rini Biswas.
Remarking on the mayhem that has engulfed our
everyday lives during the pandemic, Srijato said that every
generation since the beginning of time has tackled death
and violence in their own way — be it the battle of Troy or
that of Kurukshetra. This pandemic has hit almost every
person in some shape or form, including the poet. The
irreplaceable void that Bengali literature suffered with the
demise of veteran poet Shankha Ghosh has also robbed
Srijato of one of his father figures, causing an inexplicable
loss, he said. An emotional Mitra shared a beautiful
memory about their last meeting with the legend on his
birthday. Srijato honoured Ghosh by reading out his
poem, Matite Boshano Jala.
The uncompromising poet is never afraid to take risks.
He chooses to ignore online trolls and intolerance that
social media sometimes fosters. “Attacks in all forms,
be it social or political, are a part and parcel of an artist’s
life. We need to live with it. There is no promise of the
profession being a bed of roses,” he declared. Having said
this, the poet firmly asserted that he does not let trolls
affect his work and that his work is his own — it is a
reflection of his beliefs and he is ready to stand up for it.
In the course of the conversation, Srijato shared
anecdotes from his growing up years in a musical family.
“Listening to music is an honour, which I realise now, but
as a child, it was an adventure for me.” He remembered
his boyish enthusiasm while carrying instruments for
famous musicians like Pandit Rajan Misra, guarding it

Soumitra Mitra

with his life. The sheer joy of being a small part of a much
bigger scheme of things still excites the child in him. It
is this active involvement in musical soirees, recitals and
cultural events that led him to choose this profession and
enriched him as a poet, he feels.
Srijato said he misses the times when he got to read in
front of a live audience. “There is no feeling quite like it,
seeing all those faces in front of you and feeling what they
are feeling,” the poet lamented. Being a wanderer at heart
who lives in the moment, he loves to explore not just
India but also Europe, which has been a recent source of
inspiration for him, thanks to its rich culture.
No adda on Bengali poetry is complete without
mentioning Rabindranath Tagore. Srijato believes that as
long as he lives, his love for Robi Thakur will continue. He
said he basks in the warmth of the ever-shining presence
of the bard. “As a child, Rabindra Jayanti [the birth
anniversary of Tagore] held a different meaning. It gave us
a chance to perform. Now as an adult I feel Rabindranath
is eternal,” he smiled.
The session ended with Biswas and Mitra thanking
Srijato for spending time with them and sharing such
lovely memories. As Mitra rightly signed off, “this evening
was a breath of fresh air. It has given us all renewed
energy”.
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The
Challenges of
Womanhood

Mohini Kent

H

ow does motherhood
shape womanhood? How
can women help uplift each
other? What is the best way to
pay tribute to a woman and
honour her legacy?

These were some of the key
questions at the heart of an engaging
and fulfilling discussion that took
place during a virtual session of Têteà-tea, organised by Prabha Khaitan
Foundation. The session celebrated
the book Dear Mama, a collection
of intimate letters penned by famous
personalities to their mothers,
compiled by Mohini Kent Noon.
Among the letters in the book are
notes written by the likes of Narendra
Modi, the Dalai Lama, Cherie Blair,
Sharmila Tagore, and Arshad Warsi,
to name a few. The proceeds of the
book have been directed towards
Lily, a charity working against human
trafficking and slavery.

Alka Bagri

Girls and women have
tough lives and we want
to help them to the best of
our abilities. When I look
around, I see women with
experiences of trauma
and pain and I would feel
ashamed if I cannot help
them in any way

Bina Rani

trustee of the Bagri Foundation, and
Bina Rani, the founder and partner of
iPartner India, which strives to support
the most neglected Indians.

Bagri began the discussion by
reminiscing about her mother, who
was raised in Kolkata in a conservative
— Mohini Kent Noon
Marwari household. She spoke about
how her mother “has lived her life with
tremendous integrity, dealing with whatever life has
thrown at her with grace and courage.” Bagri added
that her mother loves adventure and is always curious
Kent Noon, who was born in India and now lives in
to explore new things, but never at the expense of her
London, was joined in conversation by Alka Bagri, a
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principles or the conviction of her most
cherished beliefs.
Rani spoke about how her mother and
her relentless efforts to promote basic
human rights and ensure people lived
with dignity motivated Rani to take
up social justice and become who she
is today. “I was orphaned at the age of
11, but was adopted by a woman who
already had seven kids. My mother was
an extraordinary woman and I have never
met anyone quite like her,” said Rani.

Rani felt that it is only when women uplift
and inspire each other that they can truly
realise the strength and impact of female
solidarity. “I have always been motivated
by women who have worked towards
a cause, who have battled it out in the
heat and the dust, simply to help other
women. These are the women who give
me the courage to do what I am doing,”
said Rani.

The discussion then took on a more
poignant and personal tone with Bagri talking
about how her experience of being diagnosed
Kent Noon reflected on how her mother was
with
cancer made her a “stronger and more motivated
responsible for giving her a “golden childhood”,
woman.” She took recourse to yoga
something she is grateful for, as she
following her diagnosis and instead
is well aware of the consequences
of feeling sorry for herself or allowing
and the lasting impact of a traumatic
[My mother] has lived
her will to capitulate, she accepted her
upbringing. “My mother came from
her life with tremendous
situation and utilised it to grow and
a royal family and had a sense of ease
develop as a human being.
integrity, dealing with
about her,” noted Kent Noon. She went
Swati Agarwal

on to list her mother’s versatile talents,
In the final part of the conversation,
whatever life has thrown
from being fluent in three languages
Kent Noon revealed how she had
at her with grace and
to composing poetry on the spot to
started Lily after hearing about a fivecourage
her skills as a classical singer. But,
year-old girl being sold to a brothel.
more importantly, Kent Noon felt her
“Girls and women have tough lives and
—
Alka
Bagri
mother was remarkable because she
we want to help them to the best of
always upheld the values of generosity,
our abilities. When I look around, I see
simplicity and honesty in whatever
women with experiences of trauma and
she did. Even if people had cheated or deceived her, she
pain and I would feel ashamed if I cannot help them in
would never bad-mouth them or hold on to grudges.
any way,” said Kent Noon.
Kent Noon then introduced a new dimension to the
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a devastating
discussion by arguing how women, and
impact on lives and livelihoods across
not just those who are mothers, are
India, and women have been among
I have always been
often “unsure of themselves, unloved,
the worst hit. Those women who are
motivated by women who
and unaware of their needs.” According
domestic workers and daily wage
to her, women have the tenacity to
have worked towards a
earners or work in precarious jobs
endure a great deal of pain silently and
with no insurance or job security, have,
cause, who have battled
stoically, pain which eventually lies
in particular, endured a torrid time
it out in the heat and the
trapped inside them. She explained
over the past year or so. For all three
dust, simply to help other
how women often compromise with
panelists, this stark reality exposes
money and self-care because they
how women are victims of structural
women. These are the
are inherently selfless and try to put
prejudice that exacerbates their
women who give me the
everyone else’s needs over and above
financial woes.
courage to do what I am
their own. For these reasons, Kent
The only way such a reality can
Noon emphasised the need for women
doing
change, argued the panelists, is when
to have a platform of their own so that
women decide to come together and
— Bina Rani
they can become more powerful, both
help each other as part of a collective
in the local as well as the global arenas.
sisterhood that challenges oppression
Rani resonated with many of Kent
Noon’s observations and proceeded to supplement them.
She said that, apart from helping women find their voice
in general, it was incumbent on women to seek out and
help other women who cannot stand up for themselves.

society.

and redefines the position of women in

This session of Tete-a-Tea was presented by
Shree Cement Ltd
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Indian Arts and Culture in the
Age of the Pandemic

Nirmala Sitharaman

T

he COVID-19 pandemic has dealt a hammer blow to
several sectors in India, not least the arts and cultural
space, which is heavily reliant on the presence of outdoor
venues and live audiences. While numerous artists
have shifted to digital means to sustain their art, many
have been unable to make the transition. In either case,
financial viability has been a major concern for artists
across the country as the second wave of the pandemic
has gathered momentum.

University (JNU) conferred upon her the Distinguished
Alumni Award.

To address these issues and cast an expert eye on India’s
artistic and cultural milieu in light of the pandemic,
Prabha Khaitan Foundation organised a virtual Tête-àtea session with Union minister Nirmala Sitharaman. The
discussion also saw the participation of Vinay Prabhakar
Sahasrabuddhe and Sanjeev Sanyal.

Sanyal is an economist and author who is currently
functioning as the Principal Economic Adviser to the
Ministry of Finance, Government of India. A Rhodes
Scholar and an Eisenhower Fellow, Sanyal was Deutsche
Bank’s global strategist and a managing director till 2015.
A co-chair of the Framework Working Group of the G20,
Sanyal has written a number of bestsellers.

Sitharaman, who is currently serving as the Minister
of Finance and Corporate Affairs in the Government of
India, has been featured in Forbes 2020 list of 100 most
powerful women and has previously served in the Union
Cabinet as Minister of Defence as well as Minister of
Commerce and Industry. In 2019, Jawaharlal Nehru

Sahasrabuddhe is a Member of Parliament from the
Rajya Sabha who has served as the national vice-president
of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). He is the current
president of the Indian Council for Cultural Relations
(ICCR) and also vice-chairman of the Rambhau Mhalgi
Prabodhini, a research and training academy for elected
representatives and social activists.

The panellists were welcomed to the conversation
by Esha Dutta, Ehsaas Woman of Kolkata, who
contextualised the discussion by explaining how the
pandemic has impacted the lives and livelihoods of artists
across India.
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Sanjeev Sanyal

Sanyal started the conversation
by posing a series of questions to
Sitharaman. The first few questions
pertained to how much of the arts
sector has been shut down due to
the pandemic and what suggestions
Sitharaman had for the artists to
bounce back.
“The last year has been a
non-performing year due to the
coronavirus…. Serious questions have
been raised regarding livelihoods
and performance itself. It is not
possible for me to come up with
immediate solutions on the spot, but
I definitely invite suggestions and
recommendations from the artist
community. We look forward to
working closely with them to come up
with solutions,” said Sitharaman.
Sanyal then turned the conversation
to the temple culture in Bengal and
how it is slowly dying. “When we
think of culture in Bengal, we are
often dazzled by what happened in
the 19th and 20th centuries. But ever
since the middle of the 20th century,

Vinay Sahasrabuddhe

The last year has been
a non-performing year
due to the coronavirus….
Serious questions
have been raised
regarding livelihoods
and performance itself.
It is not possible for
me to come up with
immediate solutions on
the spot, but I definitely
invite suggestions and
recommendations from the
artist community. We look
forward to working closely
with them to come up with
solutions
— Nirmala Sitharaman

the temple culture has begun to erode,
people have forgotten about it… and
it lies completely disintegrated now,”
observed Sanyal.
Sitharaman responded to this by
talking about the importance of each
region striving to maintain their
cultural autonomy, be it through
temples or through other forms of
architecture. On Sanyal’s specific point
about the degradation of terracotta
temples in Bengal, Sitharaman
mentioned how forgotten art requires
government funding to revive itself,
which is why “the BJP’s manifesto
has allocated Rs 100 crore for the
restoration of these temples.” She added
how the rich cultural heritage of Bengal
has become a victim of institutional
neglect and needs the right personnel
to refashion its cultural institutions
without robbing Bengal of its
originality, flavour and the “fragrance
of its culture.”
Sitharaman also accepted Sanyal’s
suggestion that the Central Vista
project in Delhi could be used to
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Aniruddha Roy Chowdhury

showcase the indigenous architectural legacies of India and urged
Sanyal to come up with a proposal regarding the same.
“Art has immense soft power, but we have been really soft in using
our soft power,” noted Sanyal, which prompted a response from
Sahasrabuddhe: “India is a unique country, which has goodwill across
the globe. This goodwill and love has to be translated into a better
understanding of India. Spreading soft power cannot be left to the
government alone, the people of India and the Indian diaspora abroad
have to contribute a lot as well.”

Bickram Ghosh

Esha Dutta

Sanyal wrapped up his questions to Sitharaman by soliciting her
views on the decline of literature in Indian languages. He said that
“unlike Indian writing in English, a lot of Indian literature has become
activist literature. The range we used to see earlier, from science fiction
writing to detective novels, is no longer present.”
Sitharaman agreed with Sanyal and proceeded to speak about
the importance of translation in sustaining regional literature,
remembering how “my mother used to read to me so many Bengali
books that were translated into Tamil. Like literature in other
languages, Bengali literature also needs support from publishers. The
audio and Kindle versions we see nowadays also have a vital role to
play in the revival of regional literature. However, at the end of the day,
quality translation from one language to another is a must if regional
literature is to survive.”
The floor was then opened to the many distinguished guests to
express their concerns before the minister.
Bickram Ghosh, a musician and classical tabla player, requested
Sitharaman to look into how artists can be assisted with greater
financial security, whether through provident funds or certain tax
reliefs. Sitharaman took Ghosh’s points on board and asked him to
engage with the Ministry of Culture with a formal proposal.

Pranab Dasgupta

The next comment came from iconic singer Usha Uthup. Uthup
spoke passionately about the unsung members of the art industry —
from the technicians to the make-up artists to the numerous other
individuals who make a stage performance a success — and how they
have been completely neglected during the pandemic. “I have been
performing from my room and have not earned anything for months.
But this also means that those who work with artists like us have
not earned anything either.” Sitharaman took cognisance of Uthup’s
sentiments and resolved to look into addressing the financial burdens
faced by the most vulnerable in the arts sector.
Uthup’s question was followed by a query from East Bengal
club president Pranab Dasgupta, who asked Sitharaman how the
government can support and encourage sports during the pandemic.
Sitharaman replied by citing the proactive work carried out by the
Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports under the guidance of minister
Kiren Rijiju and assured Dasgupta that Rijiju and his department
would be looking into the matter.

Malika Varma

Art curator Nandita Palchoudhuri's question probed whether the
government’s economic design is directed by existing cultural design
or vice versa. Sitharaman said that it was the former, athough she
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Usha Uthup

Sudip Chatterjee

highlighted how a country must be careful not to embrace
homogenous standards when it came to infrastructure.
“Centres of culture are shifting palpably in their
geographical and physical presence. Take our airports, for
instance, most of them look the same. They don’t tell you
anything unique about the city in which they are located.
This is not how infrastructure should dilute culture,”
explained Sitharaman.
Educationist and principal of South City International
school, John Bagul, raised a question regarding whether
the government is planning to subsidise learning devices
and internet facilities to help students adjust to online
education. Sitharaman replied in the affirmative by saying
that the government understands the importance of
online education and is trying its best to make teaching
aids affordable to students.
The penultimate question of the evening came
from eminent theatre personality Soumitra Mitra,
who implored the government to enhance the current
grant issued to support different cultural organisations.
Filmmaker Aniruddha Roy Chowdhury followed up
with a similar question, though his focus was on the
virtual non-existence of the government-funded National
Film Development Corporation of India. On both
questions, Sitharaman said that while technology and
the rise of DTH and OTT platforms have revolutionised
entertainment, they have not always proven beneficial

John Bagul

Tridip Chatterjee

Soumitra Mitra

Nandita Palchoudhuri

to those producing the content. She called for greater
scrutiny on these topics and for active collaboration
between government departments and artists.
Following the Q&A session with Sitharaman,
Sahasrabuddhe addressed the gathering with his thoughts
on the occasion. He spoke about the need to popularise
Indian culture and highlighted the role ICCR has been
playing in order to do so at a global level. Sahasrabuddhe
spoke about ICCR’s efforts to promote Indian regional
languages (in addition to Hindi and Sanskrit)
internationally as well as about plans to create a new
OTT platform that will serve as an exhibition of Indian
arts and culture. “We have to work towards breaking
silos, bringing people together, and understanding
Indian culture. This can only be done when organisations
and individuals are prepared to work alongside the
government at the Centre as well as with the state
governments,” concluded Sahasrabuddhe.
A riveting evening of discussion and dialogue drew to
a close with Malika Verma, Ehsaas Woman of Kolkata,
thanking the panelists for their excellent insights.

This session of Tête-à-tea is presented by Shree Cement
Ltd, in association with Anandabazar Patrika
and ITC Sonar
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Our Earth,

Our
Responsibility

Bijal Vachharajani

O

n the occasion of Earth Day, Muskaan, Prabha
Khaitan Foundation and Oxford Bookstore
hosted children’s author and “climate worrier” Bijal
Vachharajani. A former editor for Time Out, Bengaluru,
she now works as a consultant with Fairtrade Asia Pacific
and writes about children’s literature and sustainable
development as a freelance journalist. She also worked
as a journalist at Time Out Mumbai, where she used
to edit the Around Town city section and Kid’s section.
Simultaneously she worked as the South Asia coordinator
for 350.org — an international movement for climate
crisis. For them she led events like 10/10/10, a global day
of climate action and 350 Earth and was also their social
media handler.
Vachharajani was a perfect fit for Earth Day, which
is celebrated around the globe in an effort to raise
awareness about the Earth’s environment. The book she
chose for the session was not just thought-provoking and
humorous but also a lesson on climate change, friendship
and trust.
The session started with the author reading a few
passages from her book, A Cloud called Bhura — “a story
about four friends, a city in need of help, a bunch of
clueless groan-ups and a very angry, very brown and very

dangerous cloud”. This book gives a lesson on the power
of friendship, trust and community building that can
help counter any problem. A Cloud called Bhura isn’t just
a picture book for kids, it is one that manages to teach
children about the very serious issue of climate change in
a language they will understand. Instead of being serious
and preachy, the story encourages children to think and
also provides them with newspaper cuttings for a more
real experience.
The book reading session was attended by over 30
enthusiastic children from all over India between the
ages of 9 and 16 years. The children interacted with the
author, who took the opportunity to plant the thought
about how each one could become an Earth Champion
through their individual actions. The author spoke about
the issues of climate change and effects of global warming
that was followed by an interaction with the children
where they discussed ways to mitigate climate impacts
and about climate solutions.
“A healthy planet is not an option — it is a necessity”,
and a nation-wide event that educates young minds
about the state of the Earth and how to protect it was very
timely.

SPECIAL
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he
Stories
He Tells

Kabir Bedi

H

e is a recognizable name in India, Europe and
Hollywood. He has worked in radio, theatre and
films. And now he’s written a book. Kabir Bedi was the
star at a special virtual session of The Write Circle,
organised by Prabha Khaitan Foundation. After
introductions were made by Ehsaas Woman of Chennai,
Deepika Goyal, Bedi’s memoir, Stories I Must Tell: The
Emotional Life of an Actor, was presented by Ehsaas
Woman of Amritsar, Preeti Gill, who subsequently steered
the conversation with Bedi.

Preeti Gill

It is a series of shorts which tells Bedi’s story through the
prism of people and places that he’s loved. Although each
chapter is structured as an independent story, the sum
total gives one a glimpse into the many facets of his life.
“Rumour and gossip have followed me for
most of my life across three continents,
and I thought let’s set the record
Seeing the fact that my
straight as well,” said the actor, with a
parents chose to live such
wry smile.

Almost a decade ago, Kabir Bedi
decided that the extraordinary highs
and lows, triumphs and tragedies,
milestones and mistakes that
unusual lives gave me the
encompassed his life would make for
Bedi also discussed the pitfalls of
courage to be different
a story worth sharing. However, it was
writing non-fiction. “The difference
only in 2020, two months before the
between fiction and factual writing is
pandemic struck, that he was able to
that, in fiction you know too little and
envision just how he was going to tell this
in fact you know too much,” he explained,
story. Stories I Must Tell: The Emotional Life of an Actor is
going on to admit that though some autobiographies have
not your average autobiography with a linear narrative.
been inspiring, they have also been rife with unnecessary
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diagnosed with schizophrenia, Bedi’s personal life has
been far from smooth sailing. He acknowledged that
the chapters on Protima (his ex-wife) and Parveen are
“highly emotional… I wanted to share the experience
because I went through a lot.”
Bedi made it evident that he is no stranger to the
scars of mental health, what with Parveen Babi’s
devil-may-care attitude serving as an effective mask
for the schizophrenia she was later diagnosed with.
“I also want to show what happens to people in these
conditions, and want people to feel for those who care
for the afflicted, because the families suffer as much as
the victim,” he explained.

Deepika Goyal

detail. “I did lose some stories I wanted to tell, which
would have been a distraction to the main story, and
that is a sacrifice I willingly made.”

One of the things Bedi found interesting about
writing a memoir was the retrospective insight he
was able to have about his past and
his circumstances. Born to a British
My audacious ambition
mother and Sikh father who came
was to write a book people
to India from Oxford to join the
freedom struggle, Bedi realised
couldn’t put down when
the importance of idealism and
they started reading
sacrificing for causes one believed in.
After all, his mother was a satyagrahi

Bedi’s memoir explores the
emotional territory he had to
traverse during his journey as a
famous actor. He admitted that he
uses the show-don’t-tell literary
narrative to expose the emotional
pulse of his narrative. “My audacious
ambition was to write a book people
couldn’t put down when they started reading,” he said,
pointing out that the way to perhaps achieve this was
to take the reader through the conflicts and trauma
one has experienced. The actor laughed as he recalled
how he had jumped at the Italian offer to try his luck
outside the country, if only to escape the singing and
dancing that was expected of Bollywood heroes. And
luck indeed is what he found, as he shot to fame in
Europe in the avatar of the pirate Sandokan, in the
eponymous Italian six-part television series. In fact, he
seemed to land exotic role after exotic role, whether
as the Moroccan prince in The Bold and the Beautiful
or as villain in the James Bond film Octopussy. But
Bedi admitted that behind the glamour, he faced grave
uncertainties in Hollywood. “The problem was they
weren’t writing roles for Indians. So, if roles aren’t
written, how do you get roles? When they do write,
they have no hesitancy in painting a white actor brown.”
His experience in Europe, on the other hand, was
heady. He recounted the moment he and Parveen
Babi looked down at a magazine rack in Rome to
find themselves on every glossy cover. The crowds
thronged and the police struggled to hold fans back.
He had wanted to test how far an Indian actor could
go, and had met with resounding success. And yet, in
the backdrop of his life was a sadness no one else was
witness to. Having struggled with Parveen Babi’s mental
health issues and the demise of his son after the boy was

handpicked by
Gandhi who went on
to be the first Western
woman to advocate
the doctrines of
Tibetan Buddhism. He
witnessed his father
going from being a
communist in India to
a philosopher in Italy,
and his mother rising
in fame as a Buddhist
Seema Singh
nun. “Seeing the fact
that my parents chose
to live such unusual lives gave me the courage to be
different.”
Bedi’s book promises a trip down memory lane for
those of us who have followed his career closely. It is
searingly honest, for it exposes his flaws as much as it
dwells on his successes. Most importantly, it is a story
of hope for, as he puts it in his chapter on The Beatles,
“When you shut a door behind you, other doors
appear, each with a different destiny.”

The Write Circle Special is presented by
Shree Cement Ltd
@write_circle

@WriteCircle

RAAG OF THE MONTH

48

    

Praveen Kumar Jha
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BIRMINGHAM

The Ehsaas of Birmingham
Piali Ray

P

iali Ray OBE is director
of Sampad, a leading
national agency for Indian
arts and heritage based in
Birmingham, UK. In 2002,
she received an OBE and an
honorary doctorate from
Birmingham City University
that put her on the same list as
the likes of Keira Knightly and
J.K. Rowling.

In 2009, Ray also received the
Outstanding Business Person
of the Year award from the Birmingham Chamber of Commerce
and in 2015 the British Indian Award for raising interest in arts
and culture. She was also featured among the 100 most influential
people in UK-India relationship in 2019.
Ray is a lover of the arts at heart and thus wanted to establish
a centre for Indian arts in the UK in order to bridge the gap
between these diverse cultures and help them co-exist. In the three
decades of its existence, beginning on the night Mark Fischer, the
then Minister of Arts, lit a candle to mark the beginning of its
journey, Sampad has committed to engage with artistes from all
communities and backgrounds. They have managed to spread a love
for the arts across country lines and want to go international soon.
Midlands Arts Centre, where Sampad is based, has hosted most
of their extraordinary work, but Sampad has held some big events
outside Midlands as well. One of the most memorable was in
2012, when Ray was commissioned by the Cultural Olympiad to
produce two large-scale shows — Moving Earth and Mandala —
which were part of the dazzling multimedia finale of the London
2012 Festival. 2017 was another big year for her as she led Utsav
2017 — Birmingham’s Year of South Asian Culture — and was the
artistic director for Birmingham Weekender in the same year.
She also managed the Athletes’ Homecoming and launch of the
Commonwealth Games event in Birmingham in 2018.
Ray arranges International Writing competitions, in collaboration
with British Council and other UK and Indian publishing houses,
to provide a chance to aspiring writers to showcase their writing
and intellectual prowess. The competitions — Inspired by Tagore
and Inspired by Gandhi — attracts over 3,000 writers from over
40 countries. Another programme for the Indian diaspora that
Ray spearheads is Dance Intense, a development programme for
promising dancers who practise Indian dance forms.

Titikssha Shah

T

itikssha Shah is the founder of
the literature group Kriti UK,
which started in 2002. She started
Hindi language competitions for
Hindi students in Midlands under
the banner of Kriti UK, in association
with the High Commission of India
and UK Hindi Samiti.
A poet herself, her compositions
have been published in many
magazines and her recitals have been
greatly appreciated by audiences in
the UK and India. Shah has organised
various international conferences in
the field of language and literature in
the UK and was a general secretary
for the World Hindi Conference in
1999, an event organised under the
auspices of the Government of India.
Shah is a well-established fashion
designer, multilingual interpreter,
businesswoman, motivational
speaker, stage artist and compere
along with being a poet. Her
significant contribution in promoting
Indian languages and literature in
the Birmingham community was
recognised by the Uttar Pradesh
Hindi Sansthan, Government of Uttar
Pradesh, in 2002.
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Say
To Tobacco
“The true face of smoking is disease, death, and horror
— not the glamour and sophistication the pushers in the
tobacco industry try to portray” — David Bryne
For thousands of years, tobacco has been one
of humankind’s greatest temptations as well as one
of its greatest killers. Smoking or chewing tobacco
has been responsible for causing or increasing the
chances of diseases like cancer, heart ailments, stroke,
lung problems, diabetes, and chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD), besides aggravating the
risk for tuberculosis, eye diseases and rheumatoid
arthritis.
According to data released by the World Health
Organization (WHO), tobacco kills up to half its
users, which amounts to more than eight million
people annually. More than seven million of these
deaths are estimated to result from direct tobacco
use, while the rest are brought about due to passive
smoking, when non-smokers are repeatedly exposed
to second-hand smoke.

Although tobacco consumption is practically
universal, it is most concentrated in low-and-middleincome countries, where 80% of the world’s 1.3 billion
tobacco users live.
In order to raise awareness against the devastating
impacts of tobacco and reduce its consumption
worldwide, the World No-Tobacco Day is observed
every year on May 31.
The member states of the WHO created World
No-Tobacco Day in 1987 to draw global attention to
the tobacco epidemic and to prevent the innumerable
deaths caused by it. In 1987, the WHO passed
Resolution WHA40.38, calling for April 7, 1988, to
be a “world no-smoking day.” In 1988, Resolution
WHA42.19 was passed, calling for the observance of
World No-Tobacco Day each year on May 31.
As a standard practice, May 31 is used to inform
the public on the dangers of tobacco use, the ways in
which tobacco companies can misguide and deceive
customers for profits, the steps taken by the WHO to
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fight against tobacco use, and the rights people have
across the world to protect their health, environment
as well as their future generations against the fatal
effects of tobacco.
Each year the WHO picks a particular theme
or message in order to attract more attention on
World No-Tobacco Day. In 2015, World No-Tobacco
Day advocated for policies to reduce tobacco
usage, including putting an end to illicit trade of
tobacco products. A year later, the WHO called on
governments to prepare plain packaging for sale
of tobacco products. In 2017, May 31 was used
to illustrate how the tobacco industry threatens
sustainable development, and in turn, the future of
human beings as a whole. In 2018, the focus shifted

CAUSE OF
THE MONTH
protect and defend the youth and stand up to the
menace posed by Big Tobacco.
For 2021, the WHO has decided to observe
World No-Tobacco Day with the message of
“Commit to Quit”. This has been designed keeping
in mind research that indicates that the pandemic
of COVID-19 has led millions of tobacco users to
reconsider smoking or give it up altogether. As part
of World No-Tobacco Day 2021, the WHO wants to
encourage as many tobacco users as possible to sign a
pledge and promise to give up on using tobacco.
At Prabha Khaitan Foundation, we are strongly
opposed to the use of tobacco and believe that society
must come together to fight against the deleterious
consequences of sustained tobacco consumption. It is

ARTWORK BY
SUDIPTA KUNDU

to how tobacco damages the heart, while in 2019, the
messaging was centred around “tobacco and lung
health”.
In 2020, the World No-Tobacco Day was used to
create a campaign with the following objectives:
Decode the myths around tobacco consumption
and expose the clever tactics utilised by tobacco
industries and their marketing agencies to target the
youth through the introduction of new products,
flavours, and other attractive features.
Equip young people with knowledge about how
tobacco can damage their bodies in the short and long
run and how tobacco companies want to entice them
into becoming lifelong consumers.
Engage and empower influencers (in pop culture,
on social media, at home, or in the classroom) to

no longer morally or biologically defensible to suggest
that smoking tobacco is a personal choice. It is not.
It is a choice that involves stakeholders apart from
the smokers themselves, ranging from the smokers’
family to those in the smokers’ physical vicinity to the
tobacco industry that has no compunctions to trade
lives for profits.
It is time that all of us, collectively, do our bit to
reduce tobacco consumption, whether it be curbing
our own appetite for tobacco or encouraging friends
or family to quit. Every cigarette that is smoked or
every packet of tobacco that is chewed is like a bullet
that enters the body with the aim of inviting death
slowly and methodically. The faster we stop these
bullets from entering the human system, the better are
our prospects of entering a tobacco-free world where
humankind can learn to breathe freely once more.
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