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Elegy for the
old India

TIWARI, FROM PAGE 10
ya continue to eke out a living together
in peace and celebrate each other’s
religious festivals together — but their
anxious assertions of unity betray the
fear that they might not be able to save
their home from another assault of
religious politics. :

Thousands of activists and support-
ers of Mr. Modi’s party arrive in
Ayodhya on Hindu festivals associated
with Ram, to mark the anniversary of

- the demolition of the Babri mosque.
They shout belligerent slogans through
the day and dance in the streets at
night to songs that call Muslims the
vilest of names, threaten to kill them
and turn Ayodhya “red” once again.
They bring the town to a halt: children
find it difficult to get to school, Muslim
families move out of town in fear, bu51—
nesses suffer.

One afternoon in Ayodhya, I met a
group of young men huddled over a
mobile phone. They were watching
“Avengers: Infinity War” dubbed into
Hindi. None of them had a stable job.
Religious tourism is the core source of
revenue in Ayodhya. The town doesn’t
even have a half decent hotel. The
streets are unpaved. Sanitation is poor,
and the temples are not weathering
well.

The young men believe that if Mr.

Modi’s party builds a grand Ram tem-
ple, it will bring a significantly greater
number of tourists, better hotels and
markets and create jobs. Yet they
understand that the violence un-
leashed on their town was purely for
political expediency.
. Ayodhya’s desolation today is diffi-
cult to reconcile with memories of my
childhood. Even the Sarayu River has
shrunk over time.

Mr. Modi’s B.J.P. has contested the
election on an exclusionary idea of
India, propelled by the assault from
which Ayodhya has yet to recover. If its’
Hindu nationalist conception prevails
over one of inclusion, my hometown
and my country as places embodying
accommodation and coexistence might
only live in our memories. 3

PRAGYA TIWARI is working on a book 1

about the Rashtriya Swayamsewak ‘

Sangh, the parent body of India’s vari-
ous Hindu nationalist organizations,



