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THE TRUTHS AND LIES
OF NATIONALISM: AS
NARRATED BY CHARVAK
By Partha Chatterjee,

Orient BlackSwan/Permanent Black, Rs 795

n an autumn evening in Covid-rid-

dled Calcutta, Partha Chatterjee, the

eminent historian and paolitical theo-

rist, discovered a sealed packet at his
doorstep. When curiosity overwhelmed the
usual apprehensions, he opened the packet and
found a handwritten manuscript in a familiar
North Indian language. The author, to Chatter-
jee's increasing sunrprise, was unfamiliar and fa
miliar at the same time, We did grow up with the
name, Charvak (picture), since school as the epit-
ome of rationalist thinking in ancient India. But
to think that he was still active and sending man-
uscripts to people’s houses is a bit of a stretch.
Chatterjee might have thought that this was a
prank or somebody borrowed it as a pseudonyim
as the current political situation does not allow
much free thinking,

So did I when I started reading this extraordi-
nary account. But as the book progressed, | was
convinced that it could only be him who could
have uttered these powerful words with the pre-
cision of an experienced brain surgeon — words,
which irked the Brahmans of his day and would

continue to discomfit todav’s Brahmans (the
powers that be) even more. We must start, there-
fore, by thanking Chatterjee for translating and
editing this narrative, which is both a historical
tour de force and a political exposition that very
few could match in recent times.

The first thing that strikes in the narrative is
how Charvak hasn’t lost his biting wit and clarity
of vision. The account is both timeless and con-
temporary, effortlessly moving between themat-
ic contemplations and historical examples in
prose thatis welcoming but not without gravitas,
[t does not spend much time in explaining his
philosophical svsteimn but in a short introduction
aptly titled “Charvak Speaks”, he informs that he
would rather be called a sceptic than a hedonist
or materialist — a non-believer incommon-sense
truths or, in our time, WhatsApp forwards. The
example that he gives in this context reminds us
of another sceptic firom centuries and enlighten-
ments apart, David Hume of Scotland. But there
is a difference. While Hume’s scepticism holds
the entire process of knowledge formation sus-
pect, Charvak sounds like a realist by his own ad-
mission. He admits the impracticality of mean-
ingless rituals but also acknowledges the impor-
tance of imagination in the face of the limitations
of nunan knowledge. One could imagine Hume,
Charvak and E.V, Ramasamy, the three dovens
of sceptic rationalism, having an impassionedde-
bate over some of these issues on an autumn
eveningin a Calcutta coffee shop.

ogbear named nationalism

One of the greatest and most powerful of these
imaginations is that of the nation, around which
Charvak organizes his narrative. The discussion
can be divided into two parts. In the first five cha-
pters, Charvak busts some of the myths about the
ahistoricisin of the idea prevailing in the every-
dayv circulations of its meaning, including the
comfort many find in the geographical certainty
of its borders. By describing the accidents of its
colonial and posteolonial histories, Charvak ar-
gues that India as a nation is an outcome of vari
ous ideological investinents, political manoeuv-
res and administrative negotiations that produce
a fiction of continuity for the sake of their own
justification. Many of these arguments are well
known but, in a battle of WhatsApp forwards, we
often fuunble for the right details and fail to come
up with the right example at the right moment.

This account does not only provide the re-
sounding arguunents that the left-liberal critics
can arm themselves with but also exposes the
chinks in their already -existing armour. One of
the most infriguing chapters is the one in which
Charvak shows, quite assiduously, how some-
tmes the legacy of a *pluralist, secular democra-
cy’ arises out of quests and discoveries of the
same historicall v unsubstantiated continuity of
the nation and national life, Any argaunent with-
out this awareness can do more harm than good.

The second part of the book describes in three
chapters how the Indian nation could be and
should be imagined — as a national people’s fed-

eration. “The Indian nation undoubtedly exists
in every part of the country,” Charvak speaks.
But here is the caveat. In each part, people have
developed their own notions of it through collec-
tive struggles, lived experiences, and shared
identities and principles. Giving equal legitimacy
to all these claims over imagined vet historically
realized communal lives within aless centralized
federal structure will achieve a just, equal and
beneficial society. Rather than theslogan ofunity
in diversity, the diversity must be taken as the
strongest svmbol of unity,

In his “Editor's Preface”, Chatterjee wonders
why he was chosen as the recipient of the manu-
script. I have a theory about that. In 2018, Chat
terjee delivered the Ruth Benedict Lectures at
Columbia University (later published in the
book, fam the People: Reflections on Popular Sop
ereignty Today). In these lectures, he spoke about
the Gramscian analysis of the gulf between the
nation-state and people-nation as one of the chal-
lenges faced by the popular sovereignties today.
One may find reverberations of the same con-
cerns and recommendations of similar coumnter-
strategies in Charvak's narrative, [ strongly be-
lieve that Charvak was in his audience during
these lectures. That explains why nobody else
could have received the manuscript and translat
ed it with such lucidness and solidarity. Unlike
the national borders, this is not an accident.

Iman Kumar Mitra



