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KHUSHWANT SINGH

Sahitya Akademi is proud to confer its fellowship on

hushwant Singh, arguably the foremost Indian writer
in English and intellectual whose contribution to the
world of letters in the last seventy years is unsurpassed
in its range as well as in its unflinching, often brutal
honesty. Fiction-writer, historian, editor, opinion-maker,
Journalist, satirist, humourist and social commentator,
Dr Singh’s oeuvre ranges from profoundly moving

translations of the Japji Sahib and Urdu love poetryl

to an erotic novel and multiple joke-books! And indeed,
he is a true maverick who has achieved a fair degree
of success in each of these genrﬁ—s] His columns “With
Malice towards One and All’ and ‘This Above All" are
among the most widely read and syndicated pieces
of journalism in India today.

Khushwant Singh was born with the proverbial
silver spoon in Hadali, in the Sargodha district of
Pakistani Punjab on 2 February, 1915, to Lady Veeran
Bai and Sir Sobha Singh. His father was a renowned
builder whose legacy remains extant in many buildings
of Lutyen’s Delhi. He went to Delhi’s prestigious Modern
School — where he first met his future wife Kaval
(Malik) — and here, it seems, he excelled in Urdu while
invariably failing arithmetic. After school, he joined
the Government College in Lahore and St. Stephen’s
College, New Delhi, followed by King’s College and
the Inner Temple, London. Having passed the bar,
he returned to India and began his legal practice at
the High Court in Lahore in 1939, the year he married
Kaval. It was when the Partition intervened in 1947
that he made Delhi his home permanently; he has lived
in the capital for most of his life and the city is a
living presence in much of his writing. It is interesting
that in an interview to The Hindu in 2003, he said that
the ‘precious’ years of youth ‘squandered’ studying
and practising law while his calling lay elsewhere,
would perhaps count as one of his regrets. (Another
regret, he had added jokingly, was not being blessed
with a six-foot frame!)
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In 1947, Khushwant Singh joined the Indian Ministry
of External Affairs. Subsequently, he served as the
Press Attaché, Canada, and the Public Relations Officer
in London (1948-1951). He was with the All India
Radio for a couple of years after that and then in Paris,
serving with the UNESCO between 1954 and 1956.
However, the ‘soul-crushing’ if stable government job
was not indispensable to him and soon enough, to
the surprise of many, he quit the MEA to become the
founder-editor of Yojana. Meanwhile, in 1950, his first
book had been published to critical acclaim — The Mark
of Vishnu and Other Stories. It continues to remain an
important text in the Indian English curriculum.

In 1954, his novel The Train to Pakistan — a powerful
story of a village, Mano Majra, caught in the strife
of the Partition, was published and went on to become
one of the seminal novels of the Indian-English canon
and a telling commentary on the tragedies of the
Partition, perhaps the single-most horrifying historical
event of the last century along with the Holocaust.
The book won, among others, the prestigious Grove
Press Award. This was followed by The Voice of God
and Other Stories (1957) and the critically acclaimed
I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale (1959), which soon
established him as one of India’s most powerful and
original literary voices.

The stint in Yojana (1956-1958) was followed by
a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation and the Muslim
University, Aligarh, which enabled him to write the
monumental 2-volume A History of the Sikhs, which
is a book of profound scholarship and conveys a deep
historical sense. This book remains one of the most
sterling contributions to Indian history. Khushwant
Singh has continued to engage critically with the
political and cultural history of the Sikhs — sometimes
attracting a fair degree of controversy with his
comments — and though he retains his cultural identity
as a Sikh with the turban and the beard, he remains
an avowed atheist in practice.

When Khushwant Singh took over as the editor
of The Illustrated Weekly of India in 1969, it was a
magazine that seemed burdened by its legacy of ninety
odd years - of a genteel Englishness that no longer
existed anywhere in the world after the demise of the
Raj, cosmetically replaced by a genteel Indianness that
was out of touch with the verve of India as it was
in those days. He describes his approach to the magazine
in the preface to a collection of columns called Khushwant
Singh's Editor’s Page (1981):

Under its first two Indian editors [The
Ilustrated Weekly] became a vehicle of
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Indian culture devoting most of its pages
to art, sculpture, classical dance and
pretty pictures of flowers, birds, and
dancing belles. It did not touch
controversial subjects, was strictly
apolitical and asexual (save occasional
blurred reproductions of Khajuraho or
Konarak). It earned a well-deserved
reputation for dull respectability. I
changed all that. What was a four-
wheeled victoria taking well-draped
ladies out to eat the Indian air I made
a noisy rumbustious, jet-propelled
vehicle of information, controversy and
amusement. [ tore up the unwritten
norms of gentility, both visual and
linguistic... And slowly the circulation
built up, till the lllustrated did become
a weekly habit of the English-reading
pseudo-elite of the country. It became
the most widely read journal in Asia
(barring Japan) because it reflected all
the contending points of view on every
conceivable subject: politics, economics,
religion, and the arts.

What is remarkable about this passage is that it
chronicles the birth of an Indian ethos of journalism
and knowledge dissemination, marked by originality
and dynamism, as opposed to a derivative colonial
model that has, unfortunately, continued to cast its
shadow on much of Indian discourse even today. In
the decade that Khushwant Singh was at the helm of
the Weekly, circulation went up from 80,000 to 4,80,000
- an astounding achievement owing to his dexterous
mix of information with entertainment and debate. In
his interview to Outlook, he elaborated upon his
pioneering editorial methodology which was not at
all derived from any ‘foreign’ model. It was, he told
Sheela Reddy:

[A] uniquely Indian model. Inform,
because I was not fully informed and
I felt other Indians must feel the same.
Amuse, because I was a joker.. And
provoke, because Indians are so sluggish
in their minds that if you say something
outlandish, they get angry and then
they react.

EHis contribution to both the world of journalism
and the literary sphere has continued unabated over
the years, growing in richness./ He has been the editor
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of the Hindustan Times (1980-1983) and written for all
the national and international dailies, including The
New York Times, Observer, New Statesman and Harpers.
His books — ranging from the unique Delhi: a Novel
(1990) and In the Company of Women (a novel on sex,
love and passion) (1999) to his fine renderings of the
Japji Sahib, the songs of Guru Nanak and a commentary
on the Bhagawat Gita, translations ranging from Mirza
Hadi Ruswa’s Umrao Jan Ada to Amrita Pritam’s Pinjar,
the powerful works on Sikh history — Ranjit Singh:
the Maharajah of Punjab (1963) to Tragedy of Punjab
(1984) — and his autobiographical writings, the
controversial autobiography Truth, Love and a Little
Malice to the latest Why I Supported the Emergency and
Other Essays (2009) have been published all over the
world to acclaim and popularity and continue to sell
steadily.

Between 1980 and 1986 he remained a member
of the Rajya Sabha and took uptree-planting as one
of his favourite causes.

In 1974, the Government of India had awarded
him the prestigious Padma Bhushan Award, which he
returned in 1984:in protest against Operation Blue Star.
In the year 1999, when Sikhs celebrated the 300th year
of the Khalsa at Anandpur Sahib, he was honored with
‘Order of Khalsa’ (Nishaan-e-Khalsa), the highest
decorum bestowed upon by the Sikhs community. In
the same year, he was also awarded an honorary
doctorate by Guru Nanak Dev University. In 2007, the
Padma Vibhushan, India’s second highest civilian
award, was accorded to him. Another very appropriate
award accorded to him was Sulabh International’s
“Honest Man of the Year’ that he won in the year 2000.

(Indeed, honesty is perhaps an underrated idea in
the world of letters but it is this sharp searing honesty
and spirit of critical enquiry that Khushwant Singh
has elevated to a fine art in his long and distinguished
literary career, alongside his scholarship, his finesse
with the English language, his invention of a uniquely
Indian-English idiom in his writing, and the profound
historical sense that infuses all his woﬁIndeed, in
honouring the grand old man of Indian Tetters as its
fellow, it is really the Sahitya Akademi that honours
itself. i
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