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Platform of New
Ideas Turns 50
S

HE was just ten when her
parents, Raj and Romesh
Thapar, started a journal
named Seminar from a
Mumbai flat with a kitty of
Rs 15,000. That was in

1959, and Mumbai was the intel-
lectual-cultural hub Delhi could-
n’t aspire to be back then. Semi-
nar would capture the intellectual
debate of the country between its
pages, representing voices across
the ideological spectrum, one
issue at a time.

“There was great excitement at home. I
remember sticking stamps to send out the
journal to 2,000-odd subscribers,” says
Malvika Singh, whose parents engaged wi-
th the finest and more creative minds on
issues of national importance. Amartya
Sen and Jagdish Bhagwati were young sc-
holars when they wrote for the journal in
its first year. They got a place in the journ-
al with the likes of Nirad C. Chaudhuri,
J.R.D. Tata and C. Rajagopalachari. Arun
Jaitley and Pavan K. Varma were students
when they first wrote for Seminar. They
had an opinion, and there was a place to
air it.

Many years later in Delhi, Tejbir,
Malvika’s Modern School sweetheart
(they decided they wanted to get married
when they were just 14), walked into the
Seminar office in Malhotra Building, bang
opposite Palika Bazar. He had just fin-
ished studying international politics and
law at Fletcher School, Tufts University,
USA. He came to the Seminar office for a
subscription, and ended up staying on. He
continues to go there daily, in the capacity
of an editor.

For the last 22 years, Malvika and Tejbir
Singh have been the surrogate parents of
Seminar — a black-and-white journal that
turns 50 this year, and has thrived despite
remaining virtually unchanged since it
started. It’s cover remains typographical
in keeping with its tradition. It has not
had a marketing strategy, and has never
tried to compete with the established
news media. It has its place and it is happy
to be there.

THE SEMINAR story down 50
years reads like the chronicle
of India’s intellectual dis-
course across decades. It’s
also the story of how a

remarkable couple’s “formidable and
extraordinary legacy” passed on to their
daughter and son-in-law, who have made
it their labour of love, nurturing it well
into the next millennium.

Seminar’s story started with Raj and
Romesh’s increasing disillusionment with
the undivided Communist Party. Though
they weren’t card-carrying members, they
were considered part of the Left fraternity.
The disenchantment started after Romesh
Thapar challenged the then Madras go-
vernment’s 1949 ban on the Communist ta-
bloid, Crossroads, at the Supreme Court
and won the landmark case on the free-
dom of speech and expression.

Crossroads thereafter became the de
facto mouthpiece of the Communist Party,
which wasn’t how Romesh Thapar, who
was the publisher, had envisioned it. The
seed of inspiration to start something new
was sown in him when he saw the dele-
gates at a Unesco meeting in Delhi, where
he was a rapporteur, exchanging opposing
views freely. 

“He wanted to start a magazine with a
diversity of views, breaking away from the
rigid Communist point of view,” says
Malvika. It was Raj, though, who was the
moving force behind Seminar, even as
Romesh “sat in a state of depression”.

The family moved to Delhi in 1961, leav-
ing the bitter Communist experience of
Mumbai behind, to start life on a new
note. Seminar got a one-room office in
Malhotra Building, which was owned by
Raj’s father. But the journal was orphaned
in 1987. “My mother died of cancer in
April,” remembers Malvika. “Four months
later, my father died of a broken heart.”

It was the 22nd of August, and an issue
was due on September 1. Mourners
milling into the house wondered how the

WHISPER WORDS
SOURISH BHATTACHARYYA

gets the dope from behind the scenes in
the high-octane world of big-ticket

publishers and their high-profile authors

�JOB FAIR CELEBRITY
Being a celebrity writer can mean dif-
ferent things to different people, but
for Chetan Bhagat, it certainly doesn’t
mean following the reclusive tradition
of J.D. Salinger. Basking in the glory of
numbers that would make any author
feel like kicking himself, he’s carrying
his utter contempt for literary types
to its logical conclusion.

So you won’t find him at literary soir-
ees and intellectual slugfests. Instead,
you’ll see him across small-town India,
opening job fairs organised by a Hindi
daily for whom he writes a bi-weekly
column. But why job fairs in places
such as Hissar and Indore, which are
culturally light years away from the
lit-crit circles of Delhi and Mumbai?

Speaking like a good IIM-A alumnus,
Bhagat says that small-town India is
where he gets his numbers from, and
his readers in places like Hissar want
to hear him talk about non-literary
matters such as job choices and find-
ing right employers. Bhagat has been
to 60 little towns already in his per-
sona as career counsellor, and he’s
looking forward to more.

�RAJU HIRANI’S STORY
You can’t talk about Chetan Bhagat
and not mention 3 Idiots, the Raju
‘Munnabhai’ Hirani film inspired by his
debut novel, Five Point Someone, but
following a different storyline altoget-
her. Hirani is just the kind of small-to-
wn success story that Bhagat celebra-
tes. Had you met him in Nagpur, his
home town, 10 years ago, you would-
n’t have bet your first hundred-rupee
on him becoming one of Bollywood’s
highest-paid directors.

Hirani’s father ran a typing school in
Nagpur (now, apparently, it’s a hugely
successful centre for imparting com-
puter skills) and in his spare time, the
man who has become synonymous
with out-of-the-box films repaired old
and useless typewriters. The first time
he came to Delhi, in fact, it was to lea-
rn how to repair electric typewriters,
a skill that is hard to acquire. Today,
it’s a very different Hirani who visits
Delhi. The days when he’d to be con-
tent with editing the promo of Vidhu
Vinod Chopra’s 1942: A Love Story
seem to belong to another age.

�NEXT, IT’S FARHAN
Bhagat and Bolly-
wood are the new
hot couple, it seems.
His work isn’t of the
type that would get
critical acclaim, but
even by his nominal
standards, Three Mis-
takes of My Life was-
n’t exactly a cracker.
Nonetheless, Farhan Akhtar has
bought the film rights to Three Mis-
takes and has set his Rock On duo of
director Abhishek Kapur and scree-
nplay writer Pubali Chaudhuri on the
job. Will Pubali do a Raju Hirani on
Bhagat and change the storyline alt-
ogether? Bhagat has no issues with
that. A film, he says, ensures a good
buzz, which translates into great sal-
es. His source of inspiration is Vikas
Swarup, whose Q&A and Slumdog
Millionaire had nothing in common
except the centrality of a game sh-
ow modelled after Kaun Banega
Crorepati. “Look at what the film has
done to Vikas,” says Bhagat.

�RIESLING TIME
Next week, the publishing who’s who
will be in Frankfurt for the world’s big-
gest book fair. It’s an entirely business-
driven affair, and publishers complain
how they sometimes end up having 40
meetings to explore deals. But our
publishing types also know how to let
their hair down. It helps that Frankfurt
is closest to Germany’s best wine-pro-
ducing regions along the river Rhine.
Sure enough, plans are being made in
Delhi for vineyard visits in between
business powwows. We can expect a
lot of Rieslings being drunk between
October 14 and 18.

Seminar has stood for a doughty intellectual tradition 

By Neha Tara Mehta

Malvika and Tejbir Singh took charge of Seminar in not the happiest of circumstances in 1987

legacy of Raj and Romesh would continue.
That’s when Malvika and Tejbir decided
that the greatest tribute to Romesh
would be to come out with the issue on
September 1. “I took on the task in a state
of stupor. I still hadn’t had the opportu-
nity or luxury to sit down and grieve,” says
Malvika, who trained as a director at the
National School of Drama, and has
worked as the associate publisher of the
Business India group, and been the editor
of The India Magazine.

The Seminar office — still at Malhotra
Building — is an enduring intellectual hub
in the heart of the city, where friends and
strangers drop in unannounced for addas.
The open-plan office is the perfect breed-
ing ground for out-of-the box ideas, and
over endless mugs of coffee, impromptu
lunches, and orange bars bought from
downstairs, Seminar issues are conceived
and articles commissioned to an ever-
expanding list of writers. As Malvika puts

it, the journal is a platform for the views
and ideas of a diverse cross-section –
including those she can’t stand socially.

SAYS Tejbir, whom Malvika iden-
tifies as the true inheritor of her
parents’ legacy: “I can’t say we
have done great, innovative
things. We have maintained con-

tinuity in terms of design and content.
We’ve only carried forward the tradition.”
The journal survives on support from loyal
corporate houses and state governments.

Ten years ago, Seminar went online with
the help of Andreas Maleta, a friend in
Austria, who designed the site and uploads
material on it routinely. “That hugely
shifted access to Seminar. The website
gets 5,000 to 7,000 hits every month,”
informs Tejbir. Seminar remains affordably
priced at Rs 40, and boasts of a readership
of nearly two lakh. “People have told us to
increase the price to Rs 80 or Rs 100. But
we haven’t done so. We want it to be acces-
sible to young people,” adds Tejbir.

It continues to be a ratification of one’s
intellect and expertise if one is invited to
write in Seminar — the Rs 500 honorarium
notwithstanding. The perks of the editor’s
job are heady. Like calling up Amartya Sen,
who first wrote for Seminar in 1959, and get-
ting him on the phone.

It’s the result of 50 years of sniffing out
seminal thinkers before the world
acknowledged their genius.

IInnddiiaann  PPeerrssuuaassiioonnss::  5500  YYeeaarrss  ooff  
SSeemmiinnaarr  ––  SSeelleecctteedd  WWrriittiinnggss, edited by

Rudrangshu Mukherjee, has been 
published by Roli Books (Rs 695)
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Conceived over a
“rather special 
single malt,” Indian
Persuasions is a se-
lection of 60 articles
by some of the best-
known names with
dramatically diver-
gent visions of India.
These have appeared in Semi-
nar over the last 50 years. The
book had a quiet launch last
week at 7, Race Course Road.
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