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Editorial

Fall color is now peaking. I sit in my room looking out my
window. A good variety of trees are around: maple, magnolia,
oak, birch, pine and willows. One maple, its lower half hidden
by motel rooms, is flaming red; others standing in front of the
row of rooms are shades of mahogany and orange. Some are
pale yellow.  Oaks are subdued white-green. Pines are their ever
green.  Two willows on the side of the creek, one bent over the
creek, stand with their green leave s still on.

Fall is a happy season in Canada though it heralds winter,
the season of ‘cruel cold winter wind’. Like humans, nature also
assumes moods, the seasons.  For South Asians back home, autumn
is a season of change and festivity, of  relief from excess of sun
and rain.

Fall brings us colour, mirth, ease and lingering evenings with
moods fit for somber reflection, and the urge to create. SAE
Fall number shares such fall vibes with its readers with a mixed
bag of poems, prose, a rejoinder, a convocation piece, reviews
and fiction.

As always, we have abundant poetry. Navtej Bharati, Bini
Sajil, Sudhir Garimalla, Deepak Choudhary, Seema Gill, are all
present with their new poems. Poems of Gurcharan Rampuri
and Harbhajan Singh Hundal come in excellent translations, the
former by Amritjit Singh and Judy Ray, the latter by Alpna Saini.

The Flight by Rajesh Kumar is a true tale of musings and
self-talk veering from morbidity to lucidity, culled from jottings
in a diary of an inpatient in a mental hospital. Astha by Subhash
Chandra is a sharp satire on wrongdoing or overdoing, a common
feature with most educational institutions and the media. That
Walking Couple by Ben Antao is the tender story of an elderly
couple fighting age and watching a younger couple, and basking
in memories of their yesteryears.

Our prose segment is bracing as a frothing coffee cup.
Scattered here and there, our readers would find, mellowed
emotions captured in the good company of reason and reality.
We reproduce the convocation address which late Balraj Sahni, a
man of the masses and accomplished film actor, gave at JNU
New Delhi years back. The lessons he gave are ever green and
worthwhile, especially his emphasis on thinking like a free man,
and on breaking a new path rather than trudging a trodden one,

in art, literature, life, fashion, music and films. There is Nirupama
Dutt recalling and recapturing the passionate past of Ludhiana in
her memory-rich piece, Love, Longing and Ludhiana; there is Sheniz
Janmohamed, with her Souvenirs, looking at antiques in Toronto
homes for  reassuring signs of her lost homeland. Jaspal Singh in
his Cultural Semantics elaborates on the role of language in the
making of culture and the need to stop languages of former
rulers from becoming instruments of hegemonic dominance in
the decolonized countries. How the bio-political production may
atrophy the human capacity for production and consumption of
literature is a concern with Rajesh Kumar Sharma in his Ethics of
Literary Writing in the Regime of Bio-power. He, however, foresees
the possibility of cyberspace turning into a positive social
communication space. Dharamjit Singh in Writing, Materiality &
Technology reflects on the impact of digital reality  on literature.
Will literature undergo complete change in the era of post-
humanism, the way ‘the book’ changed the oral to the literary?
The answer, perhaps, lies in the womb of the future. Anup
Beniwal offers a refreshing approach to reading texts in a
mult icultural context which would do away with the
confrontational potential of the usual comparativist approach.

Book reviews, as ever, are an integral part of SAE. In his
review of Identity Politics in Jammu and Kashmir edited by Rekha
Choudhary, ML Raina foregrounds the complexity of Kashmiri
identity and argues for its pluralistic nature, and makes a fine case
for de-religionization of identity. In his review of the Punjabi
novel Shikargah by Surinder Neer, Sharma lauds the writer for
breaking fresh ground setting her novel on the burning snow-
clad soil of Kashmir but finds the novel weak at crucial turns.
Further, the text appears to be lacking in serious engagement
with the theme.

In his rejoinder to Sharma’s Review of The Sikh Memory
(Gurbhagat Singh and Deepinder Jeet Randhawa), Kehar Singh
makes an ardent attempt to defend the main thrust of Gurbhagat
Singh’s work.

Scott Gregory whose paintings appear in this issue is a veteran
Canadian artist. The brief on his paintings is by Sarah Peters.

As I said above, Fall is an auspicious season: we congratulate
Navtej Bharati and Ajmer Rode on being honored with Anad
Foundation Poetry Award for the year 2010 for their monumental
poetic work Leela.

Gurdev Chauhan
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Poems by Gurcharan Rampuri

The Monsoon Cloudlet
You came
like a monsoon cloudlet.

My heart burned with separation
hot as a desert.
Passions rose
and a lush life flourished in my soul.
Dreams awakened,
roses sprang up in the wilderness
and a myriad desires blossomed.

Pearls shone in your lap,
hanging like my hopes.
At a hint from you, these pearls
will bring golden glow to my life.
Your bounty will rain upon me,
filling to the brim my empty bowl.
Life will burst into fragrance.

But the storm rages, dejection is deep
and the heart-bird has lost its way.
How can it reach its destination
for even in the lap of light
it endures the dark night?

Lost in a forest of thoughts
I catch the straws of old promises.
I would like to invite you –
to show you the city of my heart.

With a gust of Time
you left as replete as you came
like a monsoon cloudlet
that passed over my courtyard, my sky.
I wonder which town you will rain on.

Translated by Amritjit Singh and Judy Ray

Future

In the web of calculations
how could it be my fate to find gold?
The wealth-line on my palm is faint.

What kind of future might I foresee?
Will it be suffocated
by the smoke of cars, bombs, and blind faith?

I stole some time from writing poetry
and offered that time before the wolf of greed.
Now that wolf will neither consume it nor let it go
as his angry red eyes stare at me.

If I don’t free my time from the wolf
and offer it again to words,
I will be the next victim.
The wolf will swallow me whole.

Translated by Amritjit Singh and Judy Ray

Before We Meet

I am going to meet someone
but Time is shackled.
My journey seems endless.
Time does not advance by even a second.
It is as if its wings were chained to a mountain.

My imagination runs faster than Time.
In a flash it meets her and returns,
but there is no one home.
Seeing the empty nest, it flies
again to be near her.

A thorn wounds every part of  my body.
Loneliness overwhelms me
like the late hours
of a dark, wintry night.
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But my dejection is like the morning lamp
that will burn itself out.
A face
will smile and light up my eyes.
Then I will wish someone could shackle Time,
add the weight of the Himalayas to its wings
and hinder its flight,
since I am going to meet someone special.

Translated by Amritjit Singh and Judy Ray

Doe-Eyed

You are still absent, doe-eyed one!

Hours have passed minute by minute.
My spirit has faced many a crisis
As if each moment stopped for a year.
My soul has been thirsting for you from the beginning
of time.

My arms are like an open door
Come to me like the warm western breeze
Without you the buds
will never smile into flowers.

I have as many desires as the stars in the sky
Like my longing heart, those stars too gave up hope
One by one they fell asleep
And then came dawn, smiling like you

Come, smile like buds bursting open
Come, turn thorns into flowers
Come, bring life to my feelings
as the sun would make love to the earth.

Translated by Amritjit Singh and Judy Ray

Moments

1.
The holy man’s preaching urged generous donations.
He returned to his temple with a million dollars.

2.
The guy returning from abroad had failed eighth grade
but took back with him a college graduate wife.

3.
With birthing, care-giving, cooking, going to work
my days of sound sleep are gone.

4.
I earn now as you do.
Why would you treat me like an old shoe?

5
To hell with Canada, my friend!
What happened to that promised diamond necklace?

6.
Why would you have such desire for necklaces
when you are beautiful like the spring?

7.
You roar like the monsoon thunder.
Come, let us embrace and cool down together

8.
Your youth is hot like fire.
Why then are you cold like a marble slab to me?

9.
Why can you never get enough gold,
my pearl-like beauty?

10.
With false prophets everywhere,
to how many should I bow my head?
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11.
Their hearts overflow with lust and greed
but they continue their charade of chanting.

12.
My girl is a bundle of soft silk.
Why would I worship stone idols?

13.
He invites his girlfriends for drinks
and bills five hundred bucks to the government.

14.
Politicians cut deals to gain power
but they keep telling us to join protest marches.

15.
The same people who suffered in prisons for freedom
now rot again in jails.

16.
Those who licked the shoes of colonizers
are now ministers wearing home-spun khadi.

17.
Complaining of her poor dowry, he killed the daugh-
ter-in-law.
But he prays to God for his daughter’s welfare.

18.
He killed the daughter after intercepting her lover’s
letter.
But he seeks a new bed every day.

19.
Let your poetry manuscripts burn in fire!
Every weekend I spend lonesome nights.

           Translated by Amritjit Singh and Judy Ray

An Entreaty for Canada

Don’t draw a line in the sand, my friend!
Don’t draw a line on the land.

Listen to me, please,
lend me your ear.
I come from a land stung by a line
drawn by others a long time ago.
I am a widow whose family was butchered by the line.
I am a lover whose beloved
was abducted and raped by the line.
I am an orphan whose parents were murdered by the
line.

A line is venom incarnate
and seals the fate of folks
who realize too late.
A line in the sand becomes a sky-high wall of hate.
How millions suffer I can’t narrate.

A line is death and destruction,
tears and homelessness,
a cancer with no cure.
I have already suffered this cancer of the heart.

It doesn’t allow a quick death.
It kills you every moment till eternity.

I slipped away from that cancerous line decades ago.
Don’t draw a line through my new home.
Don’t draw a line, my friend!

Written by the poet in English

*
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The Flight

Rajesh Kumar

Some of the most engrossing tales are those concerning men and women who have
gone over the brink and are now under care in some mental asylum. Their pasts and
sufferings reveal the excesses mankind can succumb to, the torture of a woman by
her in-laws, a student unable to bear the pressure of the examination system, a
perfectly healthy man caught in the crushing vices of loneliness, a billionaire faced
with bankruptcy - all these are fine raw material for aspiring and established writers
but it is rare indeed to find the confessions of a killer who has overvaulted the rubric
of both sanity and art.

The account that follows is a verbatim copy of the scribbling of such an
inmate in the Hazaribag Psychiatric Rehabilitation and Research Facility; he was
one of the most celebrated lithoderm artists in the last decade of the 20th century.
The doctor, who was treating him, told me that Asim Dass had tried to murder his
wife because he was sexually incompetent while with a woman but took obsessive
recourse to self-eroticism when alone. He plotted to put his wife in the car with the
brake fluid removed to kill her but the diabolic plan had rebounded upon him. The
girl managed to escape from the expensive coupe somehow as it fell down a cliff near
a famous hotel at a mountain resort but the artist himself was trapped in it.
Miraculously, his life was saved too but his mental balance was found gone when the
police took him out of the smashed vehicle. – Author

Whisk this away! A samovar, a dash of dahlias, some sesame seeds,
and the xylem of dreams - if one could really call it art. Art of the
millennium, universally acclaimed, stolen brazenly for glossy coffee-
table magazines. A girl with pear-shaped breasts arching backwards in
a travesty of passion, the matrix overdone in satiny, silky hues of a
jasmine evening in the hills. So much aesthetics! In one skimpy hotel
perched eagerly on an antediluvian slip of windrow earth.

“This particular lithoderm is a definiteness of the intuitional
pirouette, defined crustily by the fluid stirrings of a bestial tendril.
Asim Dass has touched unexplored frontiers in his latest artifact.”

All the shit of a lizard spreads in double tone on the frontis-
piece of Playboy. A pantheistic rejection of cultural lies!

I am all wet with perspiration. My sweaty indentations adorn
the creases of the beige bed sheet embalmed in the incandescent
hotel room. My wife hums genetic themes of water in the bath.

How I hate her! Except in those gummy rollicks when skin is welded
to skin, the eye to the fair pair of breasts swishing just above the
reach of the mouth, and when you try to sup the nipple, you miss the
rhythm. You ache, supplant a vision. And then the uncontrolled erup-
tion, stillborn, the mock-thrusts, the pantomime. But the face above
rejects my impatient virility. Oh, the look! The look!

So, now I ride my phantom-girls on lonely beds while the
wife disports erotically in the steaming Jacuzzi. Streaks of pruri-
ence imprisoned in the linen. The insensate tumble. She will emerge,
wet on the outside only, look at my supine substance and explore
her physical nastiness in the mirrored oracle.

The morning writhes again. A dry excuse of a day refusing
to materialize, the wind battling in the quartz recesses of the growl-
ing mountains. I wish, oh, how I wish the siren would leave me
alone in the translucent scroll of clouds unfurling on the double
peaks of the Vindhyas! Tonight, I shall plot. The whole day too.
But only if  she goes away. For the day, the morning, even for an
hour. I shall sharpen my talons of hate, heat the brands of dis-
gust, blood-red, and oil the thumb-screw of my vengeance. Then
I will do her in! Slash her cheeks, pierce her throat, stab wounds
in her mounds of flesh! And I will carve one word on her marble
thighs each - Hex! Hex!

The tip of her pert nose glows from the heat of her bosom.
Diamonds on her fingers, sapphires in her neck. How innocent
the seductress looks! And I, how gullible! My groins, so trusting!
Vixen, depart! Go! Vanish!

Her stiletto heels have left tiny, deep depressions on the Bukhara
rug. The curtains have bred a soft cube of florescence in the suite.
Today I shall create my greatest masterpiece. Persevere O nerve,
thud not my heart! Let the mortise click; let emptiness prevail!

But where shall I find the ammunition for my harangue of
gore? Here, in this dusky cobweb of condemnation, I can’t think
altruistically, not about the cicadas hovering curious over suppu-
rating whites of the bones. Out there, where the rains spatter the
yews, and the birds burnish the throes of insecticidal verve with a
fatal gleam in their eyes, I would strut for a decaying hour and
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pour out my complaints of quicksilver lust to the rock I have
marked for the terminal sacrifice. It juts out just beyond the drive-
way, a promenade hewn out of a monolithic, primeval upthrust.
One push upon the throttle, a premeditated tardiness of brakes,
a little bound through the clanging hatch, a surreptitious glance
of  confirmation is all that is required of the quietus of the coital
ineptitude. Forever! Forever!

The brush is dry, ready for a bonfire. A stylus of pebbles
should mark my tryst with motional destruction. No, I shall not
reveal my plan yet, not to the officious conscience. The art of
self-deprecation must be perfected before the crystal pickaxe of
loathe is swung. There is a horde of revellers shinnying up the
circular staircase to the observatory beyond the gazebo. Hark! a
couple of them are holding binoculars to their eyes. Let me wait,
O, though I can’t! Let the azure of the sky be guzzled by restor-
ative darkness. Blast the sun! Pare off  its luminous shards! Con-
found all creatures of light! I shall return to my synthetic cell, to
grind my teeth of venom on the dregs of remembered beauty.
Ah, the balm of private fornication!

The key to the suite, insert and turn, like a kris. Is she there
yet? No, her bazaar hours are to her more sacrosanct than the
nuptial gratification of greedy love. She, the serpent of sustained
passion, unwilling to match my libidinous intelligence, why did I
marry her? Why not her nubile sister, so fresh, like the dew on a
deer’s brow, like the first snow on callow pine crests, uninitiated,
undemanding, all giving, virtuous! But I had to be seduced by
flaming beauty, more guileful than this awarded twig of rapine
creativity, haloed and catalogued - the epitome of lithodermic
art. Even the bellboys know me and whisper inane innuendos
when I turn to retrieve the bills and tip them. The guests in the
lobby, swooning over my median métier, paw all over me to
divine my flair. I don’t let them touch my palms though. Gloves
on the hands, arrogance on demeanour. I have ordered the maids
too out of the suite lest they should interfere with my pulsating
torrents of gusty love. She is away, good, now I shall make love
to myself and impregnate my pragnanz.

The door chime it is, thawing my frozen tornado of retribu-
tion. My sweat-soaked limbs stir, my ears hum, pinpoints of light
pre-empt my efforts to stand. The resolve, ah, the resolve for
absolution must retain my sovereign hour. She is there now, get-
ting in the other bed, tempting in a negligee; will she also play
with herself while I lie defenseless, mothballed, oblivious to her
continual moistnesses? Oh, to walk towards her is a regimen of
weakening will. There she glistens, her eyes, amethysts; her breath,
the rose heavy waft; her lips, pink ambrosia!

No, speak not, just listen my love, for quiet is the night, and
the wind rustles gently through the shivering ferns, and the moon-
shine has dimpled the imperious glen. What, eh, about a romp on
the outside, a tiny mile to the silent ecstasy of the twin peaks
rising in regal majesty? You demur, my love? Don’t. For my sake.
My gait is weak but my tread is light. Tonight if you accompany
me, I shall edify mortality in this toppling woodland. Don’t look
at me with such deep eyes, love. Avert them, but agree! Assent!!
Accede!!! Acquiesce!!!!

Forbearance, self; the adze of anger should remain sheathed. A
rival moment of naked revenge will arm her, make her crouch for
flight, or a lethal spring. My preservation must come first, I am a
venerable laurel of the artistic dome, priceless, unique. She is the
expendable kitsch. The sinful garbage. I must be adroit. So easy O
hunter, easy. The prey is within reach, the wind must be heeded.

Love, slide your palm into mine. It is so terribly tragic, the
bulge of your Venus against my shrivelled Luna. I know of your
torment, imprisoned in my cage of fame. But just this once my
love, this night only, and I shall be free, and you shall be free, of
our vicious duet. My darling, step out of this love-charnel, here
are your slippers, I shall slide them over your roseate soles; hold
my hand, hold destiny with your corporeal softness, walk along
the night-brushed corridor, gently, sweetheart, rise like an April
dawn. But stay awhile, here, here are the keys to our car, the
whispering chariot to my imminent grace. You shall cruise to-
night the moonbeam paths, you shall ascend, my fawn, a witness
to my supreme handicraft on this unforgiving bailiwick of gran-
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ite. You shall watch the waters coming up to meet you, my lilac,
and your petals shall open, flutter and flail unspoken denials of
amaranthine reticence.

Your eyes do grow large with sentient wonder. Dare follow
my cragged monologue? Shrink not. I shall not touch you over. I
shall not be defiled!

Out, finally. The landscape basks in silvery radiance, cruelly
smothering my seething bulbs of wrath. The hotel turrets cast
mildewed shadows in the car park. The icy foreplay of the twin
peaks in the north is invisible in nightly opulence. Ah, the surge of
blood is overpowering. She must not hear my pounding veins,
must not sense my rising desires through my flimsy gown, else
she will taunt and mock me, with a look and a gesture, extin-
guishing my avenging fire, squashing my beetle vanity, crushing
my jewel of lewd sanity! O self! The act of slaughter must be
quick for this wanton wench with her angel face!

Here is the car. Ten paces away. By the rear or the front, lies
the other door. I shall open it, there, sit down and relax. Look
through the glazed windshield at the rock drop beyond the cor-
doned driveway. The night is nippy. Don’t slide down the win-
dow although your inner heat, unquenched, seeks the mountain
chill. The motor is turning, purring a dirge to our rubbed out
fret. See, now the tyres roll, picking up sundry gravel and sprin-
kling a shower of dust over the very fine growth of crunching
grass blades. You look alarmed, my dear, that I don’t turn the
steering, and the behemoth propels faster and faster on this ob-
durate incline, moving towards the handrails at the rim of the
promenade. See, gravity has gripped with glee this hurtling fal-
con, I shall now redeem my personal debauchery, liberated of
your fleshly reprimands. In an instant shall I be disentangled of
the sullied chord, to live and love voluntarily, without a woman’s
essence, with a woman’s memory. Ha! I shall be my autarchic
lover, the slain and the slayer!

The coquet! It obeys not, the door does not yield, how
shall I exit? But you are gone! With one feline vault, you have
repaired, leaving me alone with my terror! No power, the brakes

sink with pervert ignorance, the wheel remains aloof to my
frantic cajoles! Evil sorceress, once again your subterfuge has
belied your raw youth!

The earth tilts. The gorge rises in erotic swiftness.
I soar.

*

A Poem by Navtej Bharati

Pouring tea

Pouring tea
is a simple act
measured and rhythmic
The flow fills
            the cup with tea
            the teapot with emptiness

Pouring tea
is a simple act
like breastfeeding
the flow fills
the breast with love
the baby with milk

Pouring tea
is a simple act
like making love
the empty and the filled
meet in the flow

in a single moment
they empty each other
and then fill

The flow fills
always.

1
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Souvenirs

Sheniz Janmohamed

Memory is like a film you watch when you’re a child. You re-
member shapes, colours, images, voices, words. But they don’t
always fit together in one cohesive slideshow. Sometimes the end
jams itself into the middle, the beginning is half forgotten, and
other films enter the imagination, pulling their screens over your
screen. My childhood experiences of Kenya are a series of fuzzy
dreams, like veils overlapping.  I often wonder if the memories I
have come from recalling actual experiences or simply because
I’ve memorized photographs. The bruised blue of dawn in a
photo - a three year old me in a tomato red sweater, being held
by Peter, with his filigree Muslim cap. Am I remembering the
crispness of the air, the tips of my fingers freezing? The smell of
sweat from my caregiver? Or is this imagination? Where do
memory and perceived memory overlap?

*
Visiting the houses of older Ismailis in Toronto is a constant

deja-vu.  If  you’re invited for chai and snacks at an Aunt’s house,
prepare yourself for the usual memorabilia - an elephant tusk
stand (before they were illegal, of  course), carved elephants or
giraffes or lions, either made from Kisii stone or mahogany, a
brass plate with an African scene etched on it. An ailing mind is not
a place to accurately store memories. Memories have to be displayed
on walls and coffee tables. They have to collect dust, to be polished
and remembered once again.  Each time we go to Kenya, we collect
Kisii stone, clothes, newspaper cutouts, little tokens from Mama.
Our memories of home are in our minds, but reminders of home
can be on our desks, shelves, and coffee tables.

My family house in Toronto, for instance: Kenya photogra-
phy books, a table shaped like an acacia tree, Masaai busts, paint-
ings of various Kenyan tribes, Kisii stone elephants.  My father’s
house has two framed paintings of a wildebeest-elephant stand-
off above his couch. He has a lampshade with painted baobab

trees, a photo of Jomo Kenyatta in steel next to the front door
entrance and huge hollow drums that are used as magazine stands
or makeshift TV dinner tables. I’m not innocent either - my room
has a Kisii stone egg, and two mahogany book ends from
Mombasa. Other houses have more extreme reminders.

I remember walking into the cold apartment of a great aunt
who was exiled from Uganda. Splayed on the wall was a Colo-
bus monkey skin. My aunt kept talking, serving tea, smiling at me,
but I was staring past her. The black and white coat was less silky
than I would’ve imagined - matted, straggly, stained with dust. At
first, I wondered what possesses people to skin monkeys. But
that question was too easy to answer. Money. The more impor-
tant question is what possesses someone to buy that skin? As if
our own skin wasn’t enough to shed - skin that couldn’t be easily
peeled off, that forced many us to be exiled to countries where
white skin meant higher salaries and more respect.

But what I failed to remember is that most of the people
with monkey skins, or ivory tusks, or lion hair left East Africa
before it became illegal to own such things. They haven’t been
back since they’ve been exiled, or they don’t have enough money
to make the journey home. And even if they did, what’s left?
Family is no longer there. Their houses are now owned by minis-
ters, or new residents. Or maybe they’ve been converted into
shops, or offices.  Rooms demolished, repainted, refurnished. If
they went back, would they even recognize their home town?
Would they be able to locate their childhood home?

When you’re forced to leave your life behind and carry ev-
erything you know in a suitcase, what do you take with you?
Money, clothes, books. Or a piece of wood, stone, shell or skin
that will never lose its smell or texture.  If these houses lacked
these ‘tacky’ reminders of home, what would be left? Memory is
selective, photos are few, parents are dead.  But to touch some-
thing that was once from home, chiseled by local hands, is a small
token of departure. It reminds some exiles of how they didn’t
want to leave in the first place.

*
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Poems by Bini Sajil

A Tryst with Tranquilizers

I have finally found bliss just a few pills away
Tranquility overwhelms me
I realize…
Euphoria is sublime numbness
Pleasure can explode
Without leaving a trace of smile on my lips
Inert ecstasy reaches the core of being

Now in this stubborn indifference
I dare to pen an elegy for the self
I do not die, yet cease to be…
Floating so gently on sleep
That river of warm blood
Never quite sinking deep

Thrust to my eyes were
Kaleidoscopes of dreams
Arrays of faces and expressions
Montages of limbs and bones
I see green forests becoming balls of fire
And the sea turns to a cauldron of boiling soup
Garnished with fierce beasts

Sometimes lost in a crowd of ghosts
With a mind purged of all languages
I cannot cry or laugh
I talk in alphabets and sounds
Emptied off all meanings
My body diffuses into a void of gestures
Yet it makes sense to them

For others who linger on the shores of awakening
My silence sings a swan song of all bonds and bond-
ages

Death of Poems

Nothing fleshes out of mind’s haze
I sense poems die in me word by word
Unable to emerge from this choking maze

Poetry is beautiful
Even in its death
As the foetus bleeds its life out
Threads of red weave
A web of trance and awakening
Patterns in the amniotic fluid
Another miscarried poem drifts away
Out into the salvation of silence

Seasonal Thoughts

Paradise-
In autumnal wisdom
Ripe brains dropped
From the Tree
Fruition of grey matter
Blossoming of blood
Flesh mellows to pus and pain
In bags of skin, Eve carries life 
Now she has a new home
Unlit and damp.
An array of hard skulls
Walls out Eve’s new realm from the old
Their phosphorescence
lights up her wintry nights
Heart’s fire warms her lonely bed
Adam is still housed in the paradise-
He has many more ribs left
Came to her silent home
Two uninvited guests
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One was dark, the other luminous
They ate from her plate
Drank from her cup
Like helpless infants
Slept in the warmth of her lap

But god or devil couldn’t substitute-
The absent man in her abode
Her ribs never turned into men
And her womb never throbbed

Phases
Birth:
A black scream
Ripples out
In uterine water

Life:
A being housed
In the spatiality of body.
Time gathers
In corners and crevices

Death:
Flesh reduced to scrap,
That cannot be sold
On weight

Decaying:
Finitude of cells aspires
The infinitude of elements 
Home expands to space 

Nirvana:
Timelessness
Homelessness 
As space shrinks
To infinity

Togetherness

My room-
A knock at the door.
Like a stray bullet
You pierced
The brain of its silence.

After you entered,
Again, the room-
A dead face:
Closed eyelids of windows,
Shut lips of doors.

You and I,
Inside its skull
Worms devouring 
The silence of its brain.

*
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That Walking Couple

Ben Antao

I  see that couple walking again, holding hands as if they couldn’t
wait to get up and get out in the fresh morning air ... we never
seem to do it, even in the summer. And now you’re at the cottage.
Why don’t I go for a walk alone? Don’t be ridiculous! Why would
I want to do a thing like that? I’d look like a fool or worse. People
will think I’m looking for someone, and I don’t want to convey
that impression, especially when I have someone, though not here.

You know I’d love to be there, but I can’t. I’ve got a busi-
ness to run here. Hope to see you over the weekend ... they just
walked past Finchurst, I can see their backs and shorts, and their
lovely brisk gait. How do I know that? From personal experi-
ence? Oh, you just know, eh! The woman may be irregular and
walking is good for irregularity? How old do I think she is? Maybe
in her forties, our age. That’s the time irregularity usually sets in?
You’re not a doctor or a psychologist, you’re just, never mind.
He’ll be around maybe fifty. It’s hard to tell with men, they look
older than they are.

Just a moment now. Let me tell you something. Has it oc-
curred to you that the couple may simply enjoy walking? If they
didn’t, why would they do it daily, in summer and winter and fall?
And in spring? ... Because they have to, eh! Because the man has a
heart condition? And the woman can’t go. That’s funny. You’re
out there at the cottage and you can tell why city folks go for
walks. Pretty amazing! Well, okay, tomorrow I’ll walk across the
street and meet that couple, and ask them what makes them walk.
Yes, I’ll do that. And if it ain’t so, you owe me a grand.  Goodbye.

The couple reached the Bathurst strip plaza where they pur-
chased a round pumpernickel bread whose dark laxative prop-
erty was known only to the descendants of the ancient Hebrew
tribes. Then they picked up a newspaper next door from their
friendly Korean owner who never failed to express his immense
delight at seeing the couple walk to his store every day for the

morning paper. With the bread and paper in the plastic bag dan-
gling from the man’s arm, they veered left toward the Northview
Dr. Here they paused to admire the catalpa tree in full bloom
with its fragrant flowers diffusing the neighborhood in lavender.
Ah, the pleasures of a morning stroll, they heard themselves echo-
ing silently. Now their walking apparently sent vibes of friction
inside some homes, although such a suggestion, assuming they’d
heard it, would be the farthest thing on their minds and be dis-
missed as ludicrous.

Looking out the bay window, the man sat down with his
mug of coffee in his front living room. “Admiring that walking
couple again?” teased his wife, fumbling with the belt of her blue
velour robe and joining him at the table.

“I’ d much rather admire our two girls, if  they did something
about their weight.”

“What do you want them to do?” she asked as she’d done
for the past nine years.

“Well, go for a walk and shed some of that excess fat. They’re
obese for crying out loud.”

“Here we go again. Let’s have a peaceful morning for a
change. What are your plans for today?”

“Same as yesterday; sit and watch the world pass by my
window. I salute them who walk.”

She empathized with her husband of twenty-seven years.
“You really miss the walks, don’t you?”

In the past eight years, her husband had suffered two heart
attacks, the second one, ironically, occurring while he was walk-
ing in the park with her on a gorgeous summer afternoon, on a
kind of day when children were giggling in the swings and scream-
ing gleefully on the slides. It was an unlikely day to have been
rushed to the hospital by a neighborly Good Samaritan. He had
been confused by that experience, since the doctor himself had
recommended daily walking as the best exercise for a person
with a weak heart. Of course, excessive exertion proved to be
counter-productive in his case, but one didn’t know that until
after the event. So he has been timid ever since and apprehensive
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to venture out—even a few hundred metres—for fear of invit-
ing a relapse.  Instead, he had shifted his attention to his two
grown-up daughters, aged thirty-one and thirty-three respectively,
who being more or less unemployed lived at home.

“You’ll be pleased to know the girls are up and about,”  said
his wife, softly.

“Oh, really! What are they up to?”
She studied her husband with benign understanding, the sort

that flows from years of co-habitation and sharing in mutual
tribulations.

“T hey are in the basement, bending over backwards.”
“What do you mean?”
“Exactly what I said. Let’s go and take a look,”  she said,

extending her hand across the dining table. “Let’s play I spy.”
It would strain the eyes of an outsider to tell who was the

older of the two, for both the women appeared physically similar,
round at the rump with ample bosoms, dark hair framing their
full-moon faces, and fine feet. Over two light blue blankets on the
floor, they swung their chubby arms about, dipped forward, tossed
their heads backwards—all this done silently with no music in the
background as if they were choreographing a dance in their heads.
They repeated this maneuver a dozen times, after which their par-
ents retreated from the stairs to the living room.

“Would you like more coffee?” asked the wife on her way
up, and, seeing a positive nod from her consort, detoured into
the kitchen.

The husband returned to sit at the table. The image of the
walking couple flashed before his inward eye.

It’s a good sign they’re working out. Maybe they’re practis-
ing for the ballet. Wouldn’t be great to see them as sugar plum
fairies in The Nutcracker? ... No, I am not dreaming. All things big
and small begin with a dream. Who said that our life is but a
dream made flesh. What? I said it? No, no, somebody greater
than me thought of it first. Now I remember, the Creator him-
self did it. I’ll know for sure tomorrow, if  they keep at it.

“Here’s your second cup. Enjoy it.”

He was peering out the bay window. “Thanks.”
The couple turned left on Bevdale, a street that had seen an

extraordinary turnover of residents in the eighties with younger
couples settling in to raise their families. Whereas her husband
was glad to see a growing number of children playing in the
street, she felt uneasy at the sight of unleashed dogs sniffing around
the front yards. When she walked in this area, she preferred to
maintain a safe distance from the canine creatures, and, whenever
she noticed a mere shadow of a rottweiler around the bend—
and this happened occasionally—she would prod him to cut
through Lurgan. A crew of pre-schoolers was outside on Bevdale,
with their tricycles and teddy bears, chirping away like summer
chickadees. On the steps of his front porch a man was reading a
paper, while his wife standing next to him was keeping an eye on
the children. She approached the sidewalk as the couple was nearing
her house, and said, “I was just saying to my husband there’s that
couple again on their morning walk. It’s good to see you.”

“And you too,” the couple chorused. “It’s a beautiful day
for walking.”

“Sure is,” she agreed and smiled towards her children.
The couple resumed their walk, holding hands again. The

sun was rising steadily, bringing comfort and nourishment to the
ageing maples across the street. They observed a young letter
carrier jauntily skipping from mailbox to mailbox.

Dressed in soft and tight blue jeans with a loose white cot-
ton shirt knotted at the waist, the woman who had greeted them
stood still under the verdant sumach. Her spirit, glowing with
fulfillment, showed up on her youthful wholesome complexion.

I wish we could go for a walk someday, alone in the park,
just the two of us, just as we used to ... yes, I know we were in the
park yesterday, but that’s different, we were not playing, we were
watching our kids play and run about. You know what I mean ...
I mean I wanna be in the swing and you pushing me from be-
hind. No, I’m not crazy. Of  course, I remember that fall and
how I bruised my legs when the chain on the swing got unhooked.
That was ages ago. You don’t feel the pain when you’re in love
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and having fun. We must find a way to do it, though, just as we
find the time to make out. You know, to walk. What’s that got to
do with it? I am not thinking about that walking couple. I just
think it’s great for a couple to walk. When the children are grown
up and in high school? Why, that’s another ten years away!

“Mommy, mommy, can we go inside? I have to go,” said her
four-year-old son.

“Sure, darling,” she answered, and, holding his hand, led him
up the steps and into the house.

Her husband, in boxer shorts and T-shirt, moved aside to
make way. Then he turned a couple of pages and began to scan
the stock market quotations.

“Look, there comes your friend again!” She goaded him with
a nudge of her elbow as the couple turned on Senlac towards
Finch Ave.

A thin and skinny woman was jogging down Senlac in her
usually slow and mechanical gait.  She looked emaciated from up
close, and her wiry legs revealed traces of blood where the veins
had ruptured. A bandana around her forehead accentuated her
gaunt and narrow face, and her open mouth sounded as she
passed, as though she was gasping for breath. She wore sky blue
silk running shorts and a sleeveless beige top. The curvature of
her back increased as she jogged in that bent-forward style. They
ran into her almost daily, and whenever the husband tried to make
eye contact by flaunting a friendly smile, her blue eyes would
merely graze past his, eyes devoid of expression and remote in
focus. She looked spaced out. He guessed her to be in her thirties.

You know I am right. I don’t think she’s working. An evening
shift? Forget it! She’s up every day at eight o’clock and hitting the
road for nearly three to four hours. You mean to tell me that she
rests up in the afternoon, then puts in an eight-hour shift, and
then wakes up early enough to begin her morning jog routine all
over again? No, no, she can’t be holding down a job. Just look at
her! That’s more like it. She’s addicted to jogging, she needs the
fix, everyday. You’d think she’s training for the Boston marathon.
You don’t think so? Just consider this. After my swim yesterday,

as I was entering the parking lot, I saw her jogging on Beecroft
Road. You know what that means? That means she’s been jog-
ging all that time since she started at eight. And last week I saw
her on Yonge St. across from Pirri’s. I couldn’t get over it. My
Lord, I said. And I bet you anything. Today, she’s going to do
the same route again: from Finch to Sheppard via Senlac, then
east on Sheppard and north on Beecroft, then east on Park
Home and north on Yonge to Finch, and then west to Bathurst.
It’s incredible!

“Well, she seems to thrive on it.”
“I don’t know,” he said, and as they rounded the corner on

Finch, he looked south on Senlac and saw the marathon jogger
hunched in her stride, like a dinosaur from the movie Jurassic Park.

“Now there’s a man, I would say, who’s jogging for a pur-
pose,” he said, when a familiar figure greeted them with a wave
as he passed.

He told us, remember? To keep fit. It’s alright for you
women. It’s a lot harder for men. What I am talking about is sex!
For a woman, after the silent passage, sexual desire is unlimited.
She’s in her prime! But for a man of sixty, it’s a constant chal-
lenge. Easy for you to laugh. But a man has to keep running and
jogging to keep in shape just to perform his conjugal duties. Na-
ture is cruel to men!

“Now let’s not get carried away,” she said, squeezing his hand,
and drawing his attention to their neighbor on the sidewalk.

“Enjoying your daily constitutional?” asked the senior citi-
zen, breaking into a warm smile. He was on his way to the swim-
ming pool.

The couple nodded in appreciation as they passed him.
“What an interesting word, constitutional!” said the husband.
She made no comment.
“Well, did you enjoy your constitutional, my dear?”
“I shall know soon enough,”  she said and pulled him into

the driveway.

*
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Poems by Harbhajan Singh Hundal

Words cannot be murdered
(For Paash)

Whenever he spoke,
he spoke of the nightingale or the cuckoo.
He used to hold a flower to the cheerless season.

He read the prayer inscribed on terrified faces,
sweetened the polluted air with honey,
spoke the truth in an era of lies.

Lighted the lamps of songs on parapet of the yearning
night.
Grew hues in ruined courtyards.

With barrel of the gun on his temple
you silenced him -
and you look overjoyed.

But you are mistaken.
Words cannot be put to silence.
They travel
from countryside to cities,
from cities to continents.
They tread
bare-bodied
and walk on burning coals.

One cannot murder words.
Where will you go chasing them
to tear the printed letters?
In which fire will you throw the Muse’s images?

You are mistaken.
Words cannot be silenced with bullets,
nor are they killed.
Words travel on.

Even if the poet is murdered,
words do not die.

Poetry and Grievance
Poetry!
I have returned to you yet again,
with my complaints.
Please forgive what is a sort of insolence on my part.

Whenever I have come to you
I have come with complaints, grievances, reproaches.

I wish I had, for once, brought bouquets
filled with flowers and desires.

My friends tell me -
You are the flight of a bird,
the dance of butterflies,
the song of a nightingale,
the smile of a child,
a woman’s bashfulness.

But perhaps they do not know
poetry is a complaint, not a request.
A grievance, not a sigh.
A complaint made not to someone indifferent
but to one your own.

I have come back to you again,
O poetry!
thinking that you are my sympathiser.

The Flute of Revolution

Someone had become the chair of revolution
and someone else the stool outside the office
someone the nut of a machine
someone the serrate of a pulley
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one of his friends had become the typewriter
and another the tring-tring of a telephone

Only someone rare and exceptional could become the
emblem
of revolution
but no post had been left vacant by then

He too was troubled by the itch to become someone

‘What do you want to become?’ his friends joked
‘Anything but a servile lackey,
Or a scavenging broom or brush.’

The wise suggest:
‘Be the drum of revolution if nothing else.’

Someone taunts:
‘It will be of use in rallies and processions.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘I have penned verses all my life
and sown the seeds of words
I won’t be the drum but the flute of revolution
a flute whose music will sow aromas in hearts.’
Saying,
his speech became soft
like a flute.

The Direction of the Sun

When he was young
he had heard somewhere
that the sun rises in the east

For long he sat facing the east

When one day suddenly he turned back and saw
that the sun had begun to hover over his head,
caught in a dilemma

he began to ponder
whether to acknowledge the west-risen Sun or not
whether to look this Sun in the eye
or turn his back on it

The swift wind passing over his head told him-
O good fellow!
The sun must rise.

Moonlit Night

How beautiful is the night!
In the moonlight
even a stray piece of straw glitters on the parapet
as if a stream of moonlight
had just passed through the courtyard

Unaware of the moonlight
my neighbours sleep like logs
broken by the day’s labour

Once in a while someone wakes up
with a start

Nightmares of wants do not leave them alone
even in sleep

The gypsies have just occupied
the pastures of the village
and their thatched huts shine like white tents in moonlight

Free India’s citizens these
on whose huts the clouds of freedom
have not rained a single drop

The sudden voice of the night watchman cleaves the
silence
like waves of music
emanating from a radio
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Bound by duty, he appeals -
‘Stay awake, fellow! Awake!’
He thinks that thieves steal only at night

How meaningful is the proclamation to stay awake!
But the proclaimer little knows
that it could mean several things

In the moonlit night
what people are those who stay awake at night
and sleep peacefully by day?

O moonlit night!
You would know if  you asked them
what they think about you.

Bloodied Flowers

Friend!
The road that leads from your house to your fields
is all scarlet with blood.

What do you say?
Whose fault is this?
Who has become a lackey of whom?
Who is the murdered and who the murderer?
The winds stand witness to all this.

Your blood, my friend, is so warm,
but illusions come at a price.

You hoped
that the calamitous hour would pass off on its own
one day
and fresh pink flowers of desire would bloom
and smile in your dreary courtyard.

But this was your immature puerile fancy,
and disillusionment is big business.

Today you must pass through the marketplace of
blood -
but it is my belief that
the flowers
that bloom out of blood,
that have been nourished with the blood of martyrs
are scarlet like blood
and the sun borrows its crimson hue
from them.

Friend!
Which of your benefactors
in the guise of an ally
advises you to sit and talk truce with murderers?

Friend!
The dynasty of fools is still not extinct on this earth.
People cannot understand this simple thing:
What talk of truce with foes?

Foes are meant to be fought with
till victory
till the last breath.
Foes are meant to be opposed and resisted
at every step.
What talk of truce with foes?

Impotence

I am no longer proud of myself
I don’t have any strength left in my body
to take a single step
without help

Those days still fill my mind
With the fragrance of fresh flowers
When I used to ask every other fellow,
‘Why do the rivers always flow towards depths?’
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But now my broken body tends to settle down
wherever it finds shelter
and I beckon to every passing traveler
who seems to me one like myself
and talk about the past
and thus amuse myself

Let others throw a million taunts at me
I turn a deaf ear to each one of them
(The flame of anger does not kindle now over any
smouldering taunt)
I have mortgaged my honour
at a dear friend’s place.
What prestige?
It lies cooled in my joints now.

Whence would appear some magician
who with spray of holy water
could rejuvenate the strength asleep in my body?

Translated from Punjabi by Alpna Saini

*

Ethics of Literary Writing in the Regime of
Biopower

Rajesh Kumar Sharma

For those anxious about the fate of literature in these times, the
most troubling question perhaps is: How does literature ethically
negotiate its relations with the emerging culture? The question is
difficult insofar as both literature and culture have become deeply
problematic as categories. No account of literature today can do
without considering its emerging forms which defy easy
codification (Culler), while culture seems to be everywhere, without
–as some would complain– having survived anywhere.

The question is important at this juncture because it can
repotentiate the literary with new political energies at a time when
pessimism –with passivism, its twin– suffuses the air. For one
thing, it restores agency to literature. Secondly, it bonds agency
with self-reflexivity. Thirdly, it attempts to grasp culture in our
day historically and in the moment of its formation. Fourthly, it
addresses the trans-historical and infinite dialectics of the traffic
between literature and culture. And lastly, it installs ethics at the
centre of those dialectics.

Seen in this light, the time-honored project of literature’s
articulation of reality today acquires disturbing registers. Whose
reality does literature articulate? The emerging culture’s officially
sanctioned reality? Or the reality of that reality? And then, what is
literature’s own reality today? How does it negotiate with and
articulate its own reality?

Zygmunt Bauman points out that private language, according
to Ludwig Wittgenstein, is an oxymoron because language always
presupposes a community. Ethics too likewise presuppose a
community, he reminds us (“Ethics of Individuals” 83). In fact,
ethics begin with being-for, with being responsible for the Other
(Levinas, in Bauman Alone Again 15; “Ethics” 84). Literature as a
“rhetorical” transaction involving “author, text and reader” is
essentially an ethical project that presupposes a community of
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readers (Swearingen 145; 156). Not only that, the act of literature
is - as an art of language - an act of radical alterity in another
sense too, on which Blanchot’s writer meditates and, meditating,
embraces dissolution. Indeed, Wittgenstein’s attentiveness to
language as the outside that inhabits the inside of discourses
addresses, also, this irreducible alterity that can overwhelm all
discourses (Certeau 9). It needs to be thought whether the ethico-
political potential of literature does not today lie primarily in its
capacity for the maximum mobilization of such alterities.

In fact, the self-disintegration of literature into (literary)
writing that nowadays often prompts critical breast-beating might
have another side: mimicry as self-preservation. The threatened
organism dis/appears into its environment to avoid being targeted
and eliminated. As a strategy of survival, indistinguishabilty may
carry the promise of ineliminability. In any case, the hope for
survival is as tempting as the fear of being swallowed up is
menacing. As for us, whose destinies will sink or float with the
destiny of literature, we have to anticipate everything and confront
all kinds of prospects, unfavourable as much as favourable. The
old consolations still endure (I do not mean they are false or
should not have, for any reason, endured), but we need to look
beyond them. Romanticizing literature no longer suffices. Nor
does the pragmatic view that literature, in a word, educates.

Of course, it still does make sense to take a pragmatist view
of literature; like Richard Rorty does, in holding that literature
extends the boundaries of “the known” and “enlarge[es] our
sensitivity and our imaginations” (69-70; 124). If it does, it should
be use enough of literature. Or else we could view literature as a
refuge to which we turn in a world robbed of certainties (Bauman,
Alone Again 36): not because here we would find any certainty
(we are not Arnold’s contemporaries) but, on the contrary, because
we hope to find ambivalence and ambiguity as the very conditions
of existence out of which we might then forge an ethical
imagination. Ideas of the usefulness of literature, such as Rorty’s,
are good enough except that they are predicated on a rather
reduced idea of the community: that of the writer and the reader,

with the world of literary artifice thrown in. Another problem
with such views is they suggest that literature is situated essentially
somewhere outside the world and you can take refuge in it when
you have had enough of the world. But when uncertainty and
insecurity become the very conditions of living, as they have
become today, when the distinction between fear and anguish
that Heidegger famously made breaks down (Virno 31-35), what
does it mean to seek refuge in literature if not to exacerbate the
anguish of being in the world and to stare nihilism in the face and
to let a whole ‘ordered’ world be dragged into the abyss of no-
thing, as happens in Turgenev’s Faust? Is not literature, as the art
of bringing the undead of the world to a strange life, the invocation
also of death upon a given world? And how else does literature
go about this terrible vocation if not by rousing the “dreaming
collective”, as Walter Benjamin says, from its sleep in which every
sleeping-dreaming individual thinks that his dreams are private
and exclusive and that he must bear the burden of his nightmares
in immitigable solitude (qtd. by Bauman, “Ethics” 86)?

It also does not help to see literature as entirely subject to
history. The tyranny of history, as Albert Camus warned in 1956,
can be unbearably oppressive and unimaginably devastating. As a
form of art, literature is historical but it also rises above history
to defy it on behalf of the human spirit (258-68). And yet, half a
century later, can Camus’s faith in literature be avowed?

Literature today is in a situation that, historically, is absolutely
unprecedented. For the first time in history, the human faculties
of cognition and communication have become “the primary
productive resources of capitalism” (Virno 99). This is the era of
immaterial labour, of “labour that produces immaterial products,
such as information, knowledge, ideas, images, relationships, and
affects” (Hardt and Negri 65). It is the era of “living labour”
(Virno 81), when the totality of a person’s “mental and physical
capabilities”, as Marx puts it (270), are commandeered by the
apparatus of capitalist production. From economic production
we have moved, swiftly and directly, to the production of all
social life, to what Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, brooding
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over Michel Foucault’s grim anxieties, call “biopolitical production”
(xvi). The global capitalist regime of biopower, theorized by
Foucault, Paolo Virno, Giorgio Agamben, Hardt and Negri, is
upon us. The good old distinctions between labour, political action
and intellect have become obsolete with the primary tendency of
production becoming “performative”, or “virtuosic” (Virno 13;
48-71). The experience of homelessness in the so-called global
village makes all strangers in, and to, the world - and turns them
into “thinkers” too, though a strange kind of thinkers who have
little more than elementary literacy and who have hardly ever read
a book, as Virno bitterly says (38-39). Their range of thought is
measured by the “common places” (topoi koinoi) of language, for
they would not reach out to its “special places” (topoi idioi). In
fact, the commandeering of the “linguistic-relational abilities of
humankind” by the productive apparatus of global capitalism
brings to the forefront the “common places” of language, the
“generic logical-linguistic forms which establish the pattern for
all forms of discourse” (Virno 35-36). The “special places”, such
as metaphors and witticisms, on which literature thrives, recede
to the background, for they do not make good resources for
economies of scale, particularly for capitalist economies of global
scale. Yet they do not perish. For one thing, they survive in the
literary which remains the site of renewal of language and, as
such, the protector of creative faculties against the threat of
atrophy. Secondly, the apparently infinite proliferation of
communication necessarily generates a surplus that feeds into and
enriches the literary. And as for literature being a part of  the
emerging culture as biopolitical production, well, literature is not
merely a display window of some postfordist culture as commodity;
it does not have a model consumer’s relationship with their
productive culture. Rather, like Louis Althusser’s “‘bad subjects’”,
it happens to be a “bad” consumer, a consumer that does not
only passively consume but also produces the object of its
consumption (Althusser 123; Certeau xii).

How literature today actually does that requires empirical
investigations. How it negotiates its relations with culture and how

the discourses about literature, such as literary reviewing, criticism
and research, negotiate their relation with literature and produce
literature in their turn merits examination. We need to understand
the role of these discourses in de-problematizing the relationship
of literature with culture and in instituting literature as one of the
commodities in the marketplace. If investigations are carried out,
you should expect to see quite a few skeletons tumbling off
bookshelves and hear quite a few tales of academic gangsterism
and its unreported territory wars.

Deterritorialize radically! That should be the message today.
The invasion of all life by the regime of “biopower” is matched
by a carnivaleque upsurge of “biopolitical production” that
includes writing (Hardt and Negri 93-5). The challenges are also
the opportunities. The democratization of the space of
communication is finally underway, propelled by the productive
requirements of the global capitalist order and augmented by
technological breakthroughs. Can the literary in that space of
biopolitical production of communication, as its surplus or excess,
make the decisive intervention? Can it reverse the advancing
political paralysis by rescuing the intellect, indeed the very spirit,
from its otherwise likely containment in the circuits of economic
production under the regime of biopower? Perhaps yes.
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*

Convocation Address

Balraj Sahni
(Delivered at Jawaharlal Nehru University in 1972)

About twenty years ago, the Calcutta Film Journalists’ Association
decided to honour the late Bimal Roy, the maker of Do Bigha
Zameen and us, his colleagues. It was a simple but tasteful ceremony.
Many good speeches were made, but the listeners were waiting
anxiously to hear Bimal Roy. We were all sitting on the floor, and
I was next to Bimal Da. I could see that as his turn approached he
became increasingly nervous and restless. And when his turn came
he got up, folded his hands and said, “Whatever I have to say is in
my films. I have nothing more to say,” and sat down.

There is a lot in what Bimal Da did, and at this moment my
greatest temptation is to follow his example. The fact that I am
not doing so is due solely to the profound regard I have for the
name which this august institution bears; and the regard I have
for yet another person, Shri P.C. Joshi, who is associated with
your university. I owe to him some of the greatest moments of
my life, a debt which I can never repay. That is why when I received
an invitation to speak on this occasion, I found it impossible to
refuse. If you had invited me to sweep your doorstep I would
have felt equally happy and honoured. Perhaps that service would
have been more equal to my merit.

Please do not misunderstand me. I am not trying to be
modest. Whatever I said was from my heart and whatever I shall
say further on will also be from my heart, whether you find it
agreeable and in accordance with the tradition and spirit of such
occasions or otherwise. As you may know, I have been out of
touch with the academic world for more than a quarter of a
century. I have never addressed a University Convocation before.

It would not be out of place to mention that the severance
of  my contact with your world has not been voluntary. It has
been due to the special conditions of film making in our country.
Our little film world either offers the actor too little work, forcing
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him to eat his heart out in idleness; or gives him too much —so
much that he gets cut off from all other currents of life. Not
only does he sacrifice the pleasures of normal family life, but he
also has to ignore his intellectual and spiritual needs. In the last
twenty-five years I have worked in more than one hundred and
twenty five films. In the same period a contemporary European
or American actor would have done thirty or thirty-five. From
this you can imagine what a large part of my life lies buried in
strips of celluloid. A vast number of books which I should
have read I have not been able to read. So many events I should
have taken part in have passed me by. Sometimes I feel terribly
left behind. And the frustration increases when I ask myself
how many of these one hundred and twenty five films had
anything significant in them? How many have any claim to be
remembered? Perhaps a few. They could be counted on the
fingers of one hand. And even they have either been forgotten
already or will be, quite soon.

That is why I said I was not being modest. I was only giving
a warning, so that in the event of my disappointing you, you
should be able to forgive me. Bimal Roy was right. The artist’s
domain is his work. So, since I must speak, I must confine myself
to my own experience to what I have observed and felt, and
wish to communicate. To go outside that would be pompous
and foolish.

I’d like to tell you about an incident which took place in my
college days and which I have never been able to forget. It has
left a permanent impression on my mind.

I was going by bus from Rawalpindi to Kashmir with my
family to enjoy the summer vacation. Half way through we were
halted because a big chunk of the road had been swept away by
a landslide caused by rain the previous night. We joined the long
queues of buses and cars on either side of the landslide.
Impatiently we waited for the road to clear. It was a difficulty job
for the Public Works Department and it took some days before
they could cut a passage through. During all this time the passengers
and the drivers of vehicles made a difficult situation even more

difficult by their impatience and constant demonstration. Even
the villagers nearby got fed up with the high-handed behaviour
of  the city-walas.

One morning the overseer declared the road open. The green
flag was waved to the drivers. But we saw a strange sight. No
driver was willing to be the first to cross. They just stood and
stared at each other from either side. No doubt the road was a
make-shift one and even dangerous. A mountain on one side, and
a deep gorge and the river below. Both were forbidding. The
overseer had made a careful inspection and had opened the road
with a full sense of responsibility. But nobody was prepared to
trust his judgment, although these very people had, till yesterday,
accused him and his department of laziness and incompetence.
Half an hour passed by in dumb silence. Nobody moved.
Suddenly we saw a small green sports car approaching. An
Englishman was driving it; sitting all by himself. He was a bit
surprised to see so many parked vehicles and the crowd there. I
was rather conspicuous, wearing my smart jacket and trousers.
“What’s happened?” he asked me.

I told him the whole story. He laughed loudly, blew the horn
and went straight ahead, crossing the dangerous portion without
the least hesitation.

And now the pendulum swung the other way. Every body
was so eager to cross that they got into each other’s way and
created a new confusion for some time. The noise of hundreds
of engines and hundreds of horns was unbearable.

That day I saw with my own eyes the difference in attitudes
between a man brought up in a free country and a man brought
up in an enslaved one. A free man has the power to think, decide,
and act for himself. But the slave loses that power. He always
borrows his thinking from others, wavers in his decisions, and
more often than not only takes the trodden path.

I learnt a lesson from this incident, which has been valuable
to me. I made it a test for my own life. In the course of my life,
whenever I have been able to make my own crucial decisions, I
have been happy. I have felt the breath of freedom on my face. I
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have called myself a free man. My spirit has soared high and I
have enjoyed life because I have felt there is meaning to life.

But, to be frank, such occasions have been too few. More
often than not, I had lost courage at the crucial moment, and
taken shelter under the wisdom of other people. I had taken the
safer path. I had made decisions which were expected of me by
my family, by the bourgeois class to which I belonged, and the set
of values upheld by them. I had thought one way but acted in
another. For this reason, afterwards I have felt rotten.

Some decisions have proved ruinous in terms of human happiness.
Whenever I lost courage, my life became a meaningless burden.

I told you about an Englishman. I think that in itself is
symptomatic of the sense of inferiority that I felt at that time. I
could have given you the example of Sardar Bhagat Singh who
went to the gallows the same year. I could have given you the
example of Mahatma Gandhi who always had the courage to
decide for himself. I remember how my college professors and
the wise respectable people of my home town shook their heads
over the folly of Mahatma Gandhi who thought he could defeat
the most powerful empire on earth with his utopian principles of
truth and non-violence. I think less than one per cent of the people
of my city dreamt that they would see India free in their lifetime.
But Mahatma Gandhi had faith in himself, in his country, and his
people. Some of you may have seen a painting of Gandhiji done
by Nandlal Bose. It is the picture of a man who has the courage
to think and act for himself.

During my college days I was not influenced by Bhagat Singh
or Mahatma Gandhi. I was doing my M.A. in English literature
from the most magnificent educational institution in the Punjab -
the Government College in Lahore. Only the very best students
were admitted to that college. After independence my fellow
students have achieved the highest positions in India and Pakistan,
both in the government and society. But, to gain admission to this
college we had to give a written undertaking that we would take
no interest in any political movement -which at that time meant
the freedom movement.

This year we are celebrating the twenty-fifth anniversary of
our independence. But can we honestly say that we have got rid
of our slavish mentality -our inferiority complex?

Can we claim that at the personal, social, or institutional level,
our thinking, our decisions, or even our actions are our own and
not borrowed? Are we really free in the spiritual sense? Can we
dare to think and act for ourselves, or do we merely pretend to
do so -merely make a superficial show of independence?

I should like to draw your attention to the film industry to
which I belong. I know a great many of our films are such that
the very mention of them would raise a laugh among you. In the
eyes of educated, intelligent people, Hindi films are nothing but a
tamasha. Their stories are childish, unreal, and illogical. But their
worst fault, you will agree with me, is that their plots, their
technique, their songs and dances, betray blind, unimaginative,
and unabashed copying of films from the west. There have been
Hindi films which have been copied in every detail from some
foreign film. No wonder that you young people laugh at us, even
though some of you may dream of becoming stars yourselves.

It is not easy for me to laugh at Hindi films. I earn my bread
from them. They have brought me plenty of fame and wealth.
To some extent at least, I owe to Hindi films the high honour
which you have given me today.

When I was a student like you, our teachers, both English
and non-English, tried to convince us in diverse ways that the fine
arts were a prerogative of white people. Great films, great drama,
great acting, great painting, etc., were only possible in Europe
and America. The Indian people, their language and culture, were
as yet too crude and backward for real artistic expression. We
used to feel bitter about this and we resented it outwardly: but
inwardly we could not help accept this judgment.

The picture has changed vastly since then. After independence
India has made a tremendous recovery in every branch of the
arts. In the field of film-making, names like Satyajit Ray and Bimal
Roy stand out as international personalities. Many of our artistes,
cameramen and technicians compare with the best anywhere in
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the world. Before independence we hardly made ten or fifteen
films worth the name. Today we are the biggest film producing
country in the world. Not only are our films immensely popular
with the masses in our own country, but also in Pakistan, Afghanistan,
Iran, the Eastern Republics of the Soviet Union, Egypt, and other
countries in the Far East, and many African countries. We have
broken the monopoly of Hollywood in this field.

Even from the aspect of social responsibility, our Indian
films have not yet degenerated to the low level to which some of
the western countries have descended. The film producer in India
has not yet exploited sex and crime for the sake of profit to the
extent that his American counterpart has been doing for years
and years -thus creating a serious social problem for that country.

But all these assets are negated by our one overwhelming
fault -that we are imitators and copyists. This one fault makes us
the laughing stock of intelligent people everywhere. We make
films according to borrowed, outdated formulas. We do not have
the courage to strike out on our own, to get to grips with the
reality of our own country, to present it convincingly and according
to our own genius.

I say this not only in relation to the usual Hindi or Tamil box
office films. I make this complaint against our so-called progressive
and experimental films also, whether they be in Bengali, Hindi, or
Malayalam. I do not lag behind anyone else in admiring the work
of  Satyajit Ray, Mrinal Sen, Sukhdev, Basu Bhattacharjee, or
Rajinder Singh Bedi. I know they are highly and deservingly
respected; but even then I cannot help saying that the winds of
fashion in Italy, France, Sweden, Poland, or Czechoslovakia have
an immediate effect on their work. They do break new ground,
but only after someone else has broken it.

In the literary world, in which I have considerable interest, I
see the same picture. Our novelists, storywriters, and poets are
carried away with the greatest of ease by the currents of fashion
in Europe, although Europe, with the exception of the Soviet
Union perhaps, is not yet even aware of Indian writing. For
example, in my own province of the Punjab there is a wave of

protest among young poets against the existing social order. Their
poetry exhorts the people to rebel against it, to shatter it and
build a better world free from corruption, injustice, and
exploitation. One cannot but endorse that spirit wholeheartedly,
because, without question, the present social order needs changing.

The content of this poetry is most admirable, but the form
is not indigenous. It is borrowed from the west. The west has
discarded meter and rhyme, so our Punjabi poet must also discard
it. He must also use involved and ultra-radical imagery. The result
is that the sound and fury remains only on paper, confined to
small, mutually admiring literary circles. The people, the workers
and the peasants who are being exhorted to revolution, cannot
make head or tail of this kind of poetry. It just leaves them cold
and perplexed. I don’t think I am wrong if I say that other Indian
languages too are in the grip of “new wave” poetry.

I know next to nothing about painting. I can’t judge a good
one from a bad one. But I have noticed that in this sphere also
our painters conform to current fashions abroad. Very few have
the courage to swim against the tide.

And what about the academic world? I invite you to I look
into the mirror. If  you laugh at Hindi films, maybe you are tempted
to laugh at yourselves.

This year my own province honoured me by nominating me
to the senate of Guru Nanak Dev University. When the invitation
to attend the first meeting came, I happened to be in the Punjab,
wandering around in some villages near Preet Nagar -the cultural
centre founded by our great writer S. Gurbakhsh Singh. During
the evening’s gossip I told my villager friends that I was to go to
Amritsar to attend this meeting and if anyone wanted a lift in my
car he was welcome. At this one of the company said, “Here
among us you go about dressed in tehmat-kurta, peasant fashion;
but tomorrow you will put on your suit and become Sahib Bahadur
again.”  “Why,” I said laughingly, “if  you want I will go dressed
just like this.” “You will never dare,” another one said. “Our
sarpanch Sahib here removes his tehmat and puts on a pyjama
whenever he has to go to the city on official work. He has to do
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it, otherwise, he says, he is not respected. How can yon go peasant-
fashion to such a big university?” A jawan who had come home
on leave for the rice sowing added, “Our sarpanch is a coward.
In cities even girls go about wearing lungis these days. Why should
he not be respected?”

The gossip went on, and, as if to accept their challenge, I
did make my appearance in the Senate meeting in tehmat-kurta.
The sensation I created was beyond my expectation. The officer
-perhaps, professor- who was handing out the gowns in the
vestibule could not recognize me at first.  When he did he could
not hide his amusement, “Mr Sahni, with the tehmat you should
have worn khosas -not shoes,” he said, while putting the gown
over my shoulders. “I shall be careful next time,”  I said
apologetically and moved on. But a moment later I asked myself,
was it not bad manners for the professor to notice or comment
on my dress? Why did I not point this out to him? I felt peeved
over my slow-wittedness.

After the meeting we went over to meet the students. Their
amusement was even greater and more eloquent. Many of them
could not help laughing at the fact that I was wearing shoes with
a tehmat. That they were wearing chappals with trousers seemed
nothing extraordinary to them.

You must wonder why I am wasting your time narrating
such trivial incidents. But look at it from the point of view of the
Punjabi peasant. We are all full of admiration for his contribution
to the green revolution. He is the backbone of our armed forces.
How must he feel when his dress or his way of life is treated as a
matter of amusement?

It is well-known in the Punjab that as soon as a village lad
receives college education he becomes indifferent to the village.
He begins to consider himself superior and different, as if
belonging to a separate world altogether. His one ambition is to
somehow leave the village and run to a city. Is this not a slur on
the academic world?

I agree that all places are not alike. I know perfectly well that
no complex against the native dress exists in Tamil Nadu or Bengal.

Anyone from a peasant to a professor can go about in a dhoti on
any occasion. But I submit that the habit of borrowed and
idealized thinking is present over there too. It is present everywhere,
in some form or degree. Even twenty-five years after
independence we are blissfully carrying on with the same system
of  education which was designed by Macaulay and Co. to breed
clerks and mental slaves. Slaves who would be incapable of
thinking independently of their British masters; slaves who would
admire everything about the masters, even while hating them;
slaves who would consider it an honour to be standing by the
side, of the masters, to speak the language of the masters, to
dress like the masters, to sing and dance like the masters; slaves,
who would hate their own people and would be available to
preach the gospel of hatred among their own people. Can we
then be surprised if the large majority of students in universities
are losing faith in this system of education?

Let me go back to trivialities again. Ten years ago, if  you
asked a fashionable student in Delhi to wear a kurta with trousers
he would have laughed at you. Today, by the grace of the hippies
and the Hare Rama Hare Krishna cult not only has the kurta-
trousers combination become legitimate, but even the word kurta
has changed to guru-shirt. The sitar became a star instrument with
us only after the Americans gave a big welcome to Ravi Shankar,
just as fifty years ago Tagore became Gurudev all over India only
after he received the Nobel Prize from Sweden.

Can you dare to ask a college student to shave his head,
moustache, and beard when the fashion is to put the barbers out
of  business? But if tomorrow under the influence of Yoga the
students of Europe begin to shave their heads and faces, I can
assure you that you will begin to see a crop of shaven skulls all
over Connaught Circus the next day. Yoga has to get a certif icate
from Europe before it can influence the home of its birth.

Let me give another example-a less trivial one.
I work in Hindi films, but it is an open secret that the songs

and dialogues of these Hindi films are mostly written in Urdu.
Eminent Urdu writers and poets -Krishan Chandar, Rajinder Singh
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Bedi, K. A. Abbas, Gulshan Nanda, Sahir Ludhianwi, Majrooh
Sultanpuri, and Kaifi Azmi are associated with this work.

Now, if  a film written in Urdu can be called a Hindi film, it
is logical to conclude that Hindi and Urdu are one and the same
language. But no, our British masters declared them two separate
languages in their time. Therefore, even twenty-five years after
independence, our government, our universities, and our
intellectuals insist on treating them as two separate and independent
languages. Pakistan radio goes on ruining the beauty of this
language by thrusting into it as many Persian and Arabic words as
possible; and All India Radio knocks it out of all shape by pouring
the entire Sanskrit dictionary into it. In this way they carry out the
wish of the Master, to separate the inseparable. Can anything be
more absurd than that? If the British told us that white was black,
would we go on calling white black for ever and ever? My film
colleague Johnny Walker remarked the other day, “They should
not announce ‘Ab Hindi mein samachar suniye’ —  they should
say, ‘Ab samachar mein Hindi suniye.’

I have discussed this funny situation with many Hindi and
Urdu writers –the so-called progressive as well as non-
progressive; I have tried to convince them of the urgency to do
some fresh thinking on the subject. But so far it has been like
striking one’s head against a stone wall. We film people call it the
“ignorance of the learned.” Are we wrong?

Lastly, I would like to tell you about a hunch I have, even at
the risk of boring you. A hunch is something you can’t help having.
It just comes. Ultimately it may prove right or wrong. Maybe mine
is wrong. But there it is. It may even prove right –who knows?

Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru has admitted in his autobiography
that our freedom movement, led by the Indian National Congress,
was always dominated by the propertied classes –the capitalists
and landlords. It was logical, therefore, that these very classes
should hold the reigns of power even after independence. Today
it is obvious to everyone that in the last twenty-five years the rich
have been growing richer and the poor have been growing poorer.
Pandit Nehru wanted to change this state of affairs, but he

couldn’t. I don’t blame him, because he had to face very heavy
odds all along. Today our Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi, pledges
herself to take the country towards the goal of socialism. How
far she will be successful, I can’t say. Politics is not my line. For
our present purposes it is enough if you agree with me that in
today’s India the propertied classes dominate the government as
well as society.

I think you will also agree that the British used the English
language with remarkable success for strengthening their imperial
hold on our country.

Now, which language in your opinion would their successors,
the present rulers of India, choose to strengthen their own
domination? Rashtrabhasha Hindi? By heavens, no. My hunch is
that their interests too are served by English and English alone.
But since they have to keep up a show of patriotism they make a
lot of noise about Rashtrabhasha Hindi so that the mind of the
public remains diverted.

Men of property may believe in a thousand different gods, but
they worship only one –the god of profit. From the point of view
of profit the advantages of retaining English to the capitalist class in
this period of rapid industrialization and technological revolution
are obvious. But the social advantages are even greater. From that
point of view English is a God-sent gift to our ruling classes.

Why? For the simple reason that the English language is
beyond the reach of the toiling millions of our country. In olden
times Sanskrit and Persian were beyond the reach of the toiling
masses. That is why the rulers of those times had given them the
status of state language. Through Sanskrit and Persian the masses
were made to feel ignorant, inferior, uncivilized, and unfit to rule
themselves. Sanskrit and Persian helped to enslave their minds,
and when the mind is enslaved bondage is eternal.

It suits our present ruling classes to preserve and maintain
the social order that they have inherited from the British. They
have a privileged position; but they cannot admit it openly. That
is why a lot of hoo-haw is made about Hindi as the Rashtrabhasha.
They know very well that this Sanskrit-laden, artificial language,
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deprived of all modern scientific and technical terms, is too weak
and insipid to challenge the supremacy of English. It will always
remain a show piece, and what is more, a convenient tool to keep
the masses fighting among themselves. We film people get a regular
flow of fan mail from young people studying in schools and
colleges. I get my share of it and these letters reveal quite clearly
what a storehouse of torture the English language is to the vast
majority of Indian students. How abysmally low the levels of
teaching and learning have reached! That is why, I am told,
preferential treatment is being given to boys and girls who come
from public schools, i.e. schools to which only the children of
privileged classes can go.

It is not necessary for me to comment on the efforts being
made to strengthen English in every sphere of life, despite
assurances to the contrary. They are all too obvious. It is admitted
that English is too alien and hence too difficult to learn for the
average Indian. And yet, it helps the capitalists and industrialists
to consolidate their position on an all-India scale. That one
consideration is more important than any other. According to
them, whatever serves their interest automatically serves national
interest too. They are hopeful that in the not too distant future the
people themselves will endorse their stand –that English should
retain its present status for ever.

This was my hunch and I confided it one day to a friend of
mine who is a labour leader. I told him that if  we are serious
about doing away with capitalism and bringing in socialism, we
have to help the working class to consolidate itself on an all-India
scale with the same energy as the capitalist class is doing. We have
to help the working class achieve a leading role in society. And
that can only be done by breaking the domination of English and
replacing it with a people’s language.

My friend listened to me carefully and largely agreed with me.
“You have analyzed the situation very well,”  he said, “but

what is the remedy?”
“The remedy is to retain the English script and kick out the

English language,” I replied.

“But how?”
“A rough and ready type of Hindustani is used by the working

masses all over India. They make practical use of it by discarding
all academic and grammatical flourishes. In this type of Hindustani,
“Larka bhi jata hei” and “Larki bhi jata hei.” There is an
atmosphere of rare freedom in this patois and even the intellectuals
indulge in it when they want to relax. And actually this is in the
best tradition of Hindustani. This is how it was born, made
progress, and acquired currency all over India. In the old days it
was contemptuously called Urdu –or the language of the camps
or bazaars.

Today in this bazaari Hindustani the word university becomes
univrasti –a much better word than vishwavidyalaya, lantern
becomes laltain, the chasis of a car becomes chesi, spanner
becomes pana, i.e. anything and everything is possible. The string
with which the soldier cleans his rifle is called “pullthrough” in
English. In Roman Hindustani it becomes fultroo –a beautiful
word. “Barn-door” is the term the Hollywood lights man uses
for a particular type of two blade cover. The Bombay film worker
has changed it to bandar, an excellent transformation. This
Hindustani has untold and unlimited possibilities. It can absorb
the international scientific and technological vocabulary with the
greatest of ease. It can take words from every source and enrich
itself. One has no need to run only to the Sanskrit dictionary.”

“But why the Roman script?” my friend asked.
“Because no one has any prejudice against it,”  I said. “It is the

only script which has already gained all-India currency. In north, south,
east and west, you can see shop signs and film poster in this script.
We use this script for writing  addresses on envelopes and post-
cards. The army has been using it for the last thirty years at least.”

My friend, the labour leader, kept silent for some time. Then
he smiled indulgently and said, “Comrade, Europe also
experimented with Esperanto. A great intellectual like Bernard
Shaw tried his best to popularize the Basic English. But all these
schemes failed miserably, for the simple reason that languages
cannot be evolved mechanically; they grow spontaneously.”
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I was deeply shocked. I said, “Comrade, Esperanto is just
that Rashtrabhasha which the Hindi Pandits are manufacturing in
their studies, from the pages of some Sanskrit dictionary. I am
talking of the language which is growing all round you, through
the action of the people.”

But I couldn’t convince him. I gave more arguments, including
the one that Netaji Subhash Bose and Jawaharlal Nehru were
both strong advocates of Roman Hindustani, but that too failed
to convince him. The question is not whether the comrade or I
was right. Perhaps, I was wrong. Perhaps, my thinking was utopian,
or “mechanical” –as he called it. As I said before, you can never
say whether a hunch is going to be right or wrong. But the fun lies
in having it, because to have a hunch is a sign of independent
thinking. The comrade should have been able to appreciate that,
but he couldn’t, because it was difficult for him to get out of the
grooves of orthodox thinking.

No country can progress unless it becomes conscious of its
being –its mind and body. It has to learn to exercise its own
muscles. It has to learn to find out and solve its own problems in
its own way. But whichever way I turn I find that even after
twenty-five years of independence, we are like a bird which has
been let out of its cage after a prolonged imprisonment –unable
to know what to do with its freedom. It has wings, but is afraid
to fly into the open air. It longs to remain within defined limits, as
in the cage.

Individually and collectively, we resemble Walter Mitty. Our
inner lives are different from our outer lives. Our thoughts and
actions are poles apart. We want to change this state of affairs,
but we lack the courage to do anything different from what we
have been doing all along –or different from what others expect
us to do.

I am sure there must be some police officers in this country
who in their hearts want to be regarded as friends rather than
enemies of the public. They must be aware that in England the
behaviour of the police towards the public is polite and helpful.
But the tradition in which they have been trained is not the one

which the British set for their own country but the one which they
set for their colonies. So, the policeman is helpless. According to
this colonial tradition, it is his duty to strike terror into anyone
who enters his office, to be as obstructive and unhelpful as
possible. This is the tradition which pervades every government
office, from the chaparasi to the minister.

One of our young and enterprising producers made an
experimental film and approached the Government for tax
exemption. The minister concerned was being sworn into office
the next day. He invited the producer to attend the ceremony,
after which he would meet him and discuss the matter. The
producer went, impressed by the informality with which the
minister had treated him. As the minister was being sworn in,
promising to serve the people truly, faithfully, and honestly, his
secretary started explaining to the young producer how much he
would have to pay in black money to the minister and how much
to the others if he wanted the tax exemption.

The producer got so shocked and angry that he wanted to
put this scene in his next film. But his financiers had already suffered
a loss with the first one. They told him categorically not to make
an ass of himself. In any case, if he had insisted in making an ass
of himself the censors would never have passed the film, because
it is an unwritten law that no policeman or minister is corrupt in
our country.

But there is something which strikes me as being even funnier.
Those same people who scream against ministers every day cannot
themselves hold a single function without some minister
inaugurating it, or presiding over it, or being the chief guest.
Sometimes the minister is the chief guest and a film star is the
president, or else the film star is the chief guest and the minister is
the president. Some big personality has to be there, because it is
the age-old colonial tradition.

During the last war, I spent four years in England as a
Hindustani announcer at the BBC. During those four years of
extreme crisis I never even once set my eyes on a member of the
British cabinet, including Prime Minister Churchill. But since
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independence I have seen nothing else but ministers in India, all
over the place.

When Gandhiji went to the Round Table Conference in 1930,
he remarked to British journalists that the Indian people regarded
the guns and bullets of their empire in the same way as their
children regarded the crackers and phatakas on Diwali day. He
could make that claim because he had driven the fear of the British
out of Indian minds. He had taught them to ignore and boycott
the British officers instead of kowtowing to them.

Similarly, if  we want socialism in our country we have firstly
to drive out the fear of money, position, and power from the
minds of our people. Are we doing anything in that direction? In
our society today who is respected most –the man with talent or
the man with money? Who is admired most –the man with talent
or the man with power? Can we ever hope to usher in socialism
under such conditions? Before socialism can come we have to
create an atmosphere in which possession of wealth and riches
should invite disrespect rather than respect. We have to create an
atmosphere in which the highest respect is given to labour whether
it be physical or mental; to talent, to skill, to art, and to
inventiveness. This requires new thinking; and the courage to
discard old ways of thinking. Are we anywhere near this revolution
of the mind?

Perhaps, today we need a messiah to give us the courage to
abandon our slavishness and to create values befitting the human
beings of a free and independent country so that we may have
the courage to link our destinies to the ones being ruled, and not
the rulers –to the exploited and not to the exploiters.

A great saint of the Punjab, Guru Arjun Dev, said:
iB eh Njb ;zGkyB[ iB f;T[
T{mB[ p?mB[ iB e? ;zrk..
iB uo oi w[fy wkE? bkrh
nk;k g{oB nBs sozrk..
It is my earnest hope and prayer that you, graduates of

Jawaharlal Nehru University may succeed where I and so many
others of my generation have failed.

*

Poems by Deepak Choudhary

Letter to a runaway child

Come back, child,
Come back…
We promise
We shall never vex you
With our rotten old thoughts,
We shall not make you digest
Our old stories with unsavory plots.

Dear child,
Come back,
See how in your absence
Your home has stopped smiling,
See how your swing has forgotten to move,
See how thirsty your books are
For the touch of your fingers,
See how your shoes have lost their shine.

Come back, child,
Your smell is still hanging in the air,
And we know you can’t go away too far
In the jungle,
Like those many
Who went away
Leaving nothing behind,
Except some scars in our memory
that hasten our aging.

Come back, child,
You are the hope of our living,
You are the reason for our breathing,
You are the spirit of our joy
Not born to be a tyrant’s freakish toy.
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We promise we shall not cut down your playing hours,
We shall not stop you from visiting your friends,
We shall not punish you for every little escapade,
Dear child, come back,
We promise
We shall get you everything
You want.

Come back, child,
Come back as soon as you can,
Remember dear, the world is too vast and too
crowded,
And you are small enough to get lost in it
for ever.

Inertia

Except birth, death and desertion,
There is nothing really
That happens in this human island.

Every year
Some women give birth to new babies,
Some old people pass away in silence,
Some youth depart in search of better pastures,
Away from their unyielding homeland,
To live with a purchased pride.

Once a monumental history lived
Where there is a muddy present all over
Casting off days in an endless sequence
Leaving everything suspended in time.

Next year,
There will be more newborn kids here,
More old bodies
To be carried to the cremation ground,
More youth readying to pack off

Defying scorching summer and cold winter,
To explore a livable future in distant lands.

And life will keep crawling on at a snail’s pace,
Unfazed and unperturbed,
Without any complaint or fuss
As it has over the past several thousand years.

Move gently
The weather is rough,
And the tides are in full swing,
O boatman, move gently
For we have to get back home
Safe and smiling.

To us,
Life is a garden
Where many hearts have planted hopes,
A colourful linen
Into which some graying ambitions have woven their
dreams,
The mellow morning sun
In which many minds want to bask, back to their
prime,
A broad, rock-solid parapet
On which several hands want to rest and feel the pulse
of time,
A long road
On which many a foot is readying to tread
And head for faraway lands of promise.

Move gently boatman,
Through the restless ebb,
Don’t clash with the blind waves
Think of those eyes
That have waited for ages
To see us come back,
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They can still wait,
Rather than receive us
As victims of a criminal haste.

Read me if you can

Read me if you can,
Without politics,
Without prejudice,
Without expectations,
Without preconceived notions of something
you think I have, but I don’t.

Read me

But not as magical letters containing formulae for a
happy life,
Not as  propaganda,
A dystopian façade,
A manifesto of political wisdom,
Or anything you can ride on to immortality.

Read me

If you can, just because
The mind that once conceived me was not
Different from yours,
The pen that wrote me was a nondescript one
Picked up from a thoroughfare
The paper that recorded me was a tiny sheet
Thrown in a sweating corner of life’s crowded street.

I am a life in letters
Created by a long, unheeded labour,
An imagination nurtured away from any gilded favour,
A piece of work
Carved out of some hungry tears,

Some solitary joy,
Some compulsive rage,
Some muffled desire for a tiny toy.

Read me, keep me
Or, if you so feel,
Throw me out of your life,
Away from all eyes into the dusty lanes of monumental
silence.
It’s up to you,
Whether you read me or leave me just as I am,
Lying open right in front of you.

*

Only for the cause of those who have no hope is hope given us.

-Walter Benjamin
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Poems by Gurdev Chauhan

Our Portable Earthen Stove 

We called the portable earthen stove
our moveable kitchen.
Mother moved it
in and out of our hearth
to suit the wind and rain.
It liked being moved

It bonded us to itself
as if it were one of our own.

Sitting in the school classroom
I could smell saag
cooking on it, wafting puffs
of aromatic steam

Mother took its care as she did
mine and sister’s.

She sheltered it from rain
and from evil gaze.
She feared
its flame getting wild
or dying out, cold.

In wintertime
we huddled around it;
it kindled a good flame for us,
gathered all its strength to give
a more steady flame,
dry leaves crackling.

It kept to itself
the secret of  staple food

we cooked;
it never gave a whiff of
what we ate.

Sitting by its side I felt
I were sitting beside a god.

My Bicycle

My beloved bicycle!
Where  are you now?
Who is your present rider?
What kind of person is he?
Or are you now lying dumped
 in an obscure
backyard of some house
uncared for, ribs bent.
Perhaps, you are still running wild
the roads of your young days dream.
Such was your nature.

Do you remember
I had bought you from Ludhiana?
When you arrived at my village home
Shining, brand new and city smart,
all my friends had gathered around
to have a good look of you
and to take a sample ride.
You took me wherever I wanted.
How bad the roads were then!

You  got a quick grasp
 of the village dirt roads,
 their cavities and wayward turns,
the way most newlywed brides
of my village
quickly learnt
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where in the house sat
the spindle, the basket,
new bed sheets for guests,
and assorted field tools.
Do you remember how once
we both were about to be drowned
and carried by floodwaters;
you were just about to drift
that my hand landed on your handle
and I pulled you out.

Riding you, I wandered,
 felt, learnt, and enjoyed a lot!
Do you remember that day
when in the middle of Garhshankar
that wayward girl had set herself
on the bar in front of my seat
not caring for what the people would say?

It is long time now.
since I lost you both;
she bade farewell to this world
and you to your good old days with me.

The Soil

When we were children
we played in the fields;
didn’t know what
the thing called  ‘the soil’ was.
It was a useless thing to us;
it fouled everything it touched:
hands, clothes, faces…
even its thought was no worth.
Everybody was its sworn enemy
a soap bar in mother’s hand,
 a staff  in  the hand of our teacher.

Then, the fog of years
clouded my head;
the soil  grew flowers
but we heeded them not;
the cattle ate grass growing out of it
but we called it ‘fodder.’
The soil for us was just a speck of dust
that flew about and blinded our eyes.
We never looked at it real.
What was there to look at it for
except the dust… that  it raised everywhere?
Only the sky was worth looking up to;
all the holy men said  so.
The books were testimonies of that.
But the soil kept dirtying our hands,
 reminding us of itself.

Today, as I sit very far from my soil
it seems to me the soil is a real solid thing,
like mother, like father, long-living.
Years can’t wash it off,
intellect can’t drive it away,
a thing that can be  seen only by us,
heard only by us.
It talks only in
the language of  our own childhood.
It can be learnt only
 by beginning from a primer;
 even the distance of thousands of miles
can’t make us forget it;
it can’t be washed from the mind
like dirt from a shirt.
The soil is the life
that’s forever buried
in our body.

Translated from Punjabi by the poet
*
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Astha

Subhash Chandra

They sat in a semi circle facing her. Looked like some enquiry
commission, grilling the accused. She was staring at her toes and
crying, silently. Occasionally, the relatives consulted one of the
parents. Then one of the uncles asked her:

“ Tell us exactly what happened?” Ramesh Chandra had
come straight from the court after a successful day. The judgment
had gone in his client’s favour. This was the fourth in a row. The
Judge had explicitly stated that his arguments for the defendant
were logical and forceful. The Court had passed strictures against
the police for having framed the innocent man, who was
acquitted honourably. Ramesh Chandra fancied himself as the
future Ram Ramani, the celebrity of the legal fraternity. He had
a slight build, sharp features with a mouth, which protruded
thinly. When he spoke, his mouth opened and shut like the beak
of  a crow. Of  course, the black gown reinforced this impression.
He was her Chacha – the youngest brother of her father, who
was the oldest.

“Are you crazy or what? You want her to go into details in
our presence,” said Naresh Chandra, the second brother. He was
a shopkeeper, running a readymade garments store in the busy
market of Karol Bagh. They had been living separately.  Their
places of work were at different locations. This had its advantages.
Wives’ bickering over small things was avoided. Otherwise, they
were a joint family. They pooled their resources to solve problems.
Naresh was surely worried about what had happened to his niece
and would have done anything in the world to help, but he wanted
the discussion to end soon, as all the while he had been thinking
of  his cousin’s son in whose charge he had left the shop and who,
he knew, stole money.  His son was down with typhoid. Or else
he would have kept a watch over his cousin. He always did.

“She can tell Bhabhiji in private. What I mean is we should
know how far he has gone with her,” said Ramesh Chandra.

“But why do you want to know that? Just to embarrass the girl?
“Because we will then know the seriousness of his offence,

lodge an FIR to bring him to book.”
“But reporting the matter to the police is a question that

should be discussed threadbare. All of  us have to agree on this.”
“T hen let us do it right now. In such cases, delay in lodging

an FIR goes in favour of the accused. I will not like to allow him
that. I mean,”  and he stood up, “we cannot allow him to go scot-
free by default.”  He had the habit of standing up, when excited.
He seemed to always think he was in the courtroom before a
judge, when he was arguing a point. His body tensed up and
jerked, as it did in the courtroom, when he looked sideways at
the judge after cross-examining a prosecution witness to see if
the judge nodded or seemed impressed.

“Supposing he has not gone far enough?” asked Naresh
Chandra?

“One look at Astha and you can tell that he has.” Then he
became more worked up, “Even if he has not gone far enough,
I ask how far is far enough? He has made the girl a nervous
wreck. Can’t you see her condition? She does not want to attend
college. Her academic career is at stake. And we know she is a
bright girl. She scored ninety per cent marks in class twelve. She
does not talk to anyone. She has not eaten a thing since she came
back from the college. And we want to indulge in niceties! It is a
serious thing anyway. This Khokhar fellow, like the parents, is a
guardian of students at college. We send our children to college
in sacred trust. If he has violated that trust, then he is guilty and
should be reported irrespective of the extent. He should be
punished for his own crime and for those who have the potential
for such lustful mischief. Deterrence is an important principle in
law. So, let us discuss, if  you want to, just for the same of formality,
but I do think we should hurry up with the FIR.”

Naresh was overpowered by the legal rhetoric of Ramesh.
He himself could wheedle the customers into buying a third-rate
dress at a high price, with his glib talking and swearing by various
gods and goddesses whose framed pictures formed the
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background to the counter. However, he could not match the
incisive and logical arguments of Ramesh.

The girl’s mother had sat quietly all this while, as the men
folk were talking about the matter. In Punjabi middle-class families,
women generally abide by the decisions of their men folk. If at
all, they mumble a caveat or two with downcast eyes and blushing
faces, knowing that this is a transgression. So they do not press
the point. The mother put in mildly. “Nobody is thinking of the
girl. We have to marry her off. How can we think of going to the
police? You know what will follow, once the case is registered at
the police station?”

“T hat is what I was saying,” said her brother – the girl’s
Mamaji. The consequences for the girl will be disastrous.

“But do you mean to say that this wretch should be allowed
to go on with his nefarious acts? Who knows, how many girls he
has taken advantage of in the past. And even now if the matter is
hushed up, he would feel emboldened and continue to do so
more brazenly. Just as those who did not report him earlier are
responsible for what has happened to our Astha she, and more
than she, we would be instrumental in the suffering of other girls
in future.  I think it is patently wrong to keep quiet. This is how,
the weed spreads and the evil grips the society. And then we
bewail the state of the society. These weeds should be plucked
out and destroyed straightaway. Only then can the society be clean
and healthy and our girls safe,” he rested his argument, with a
look of satisfaction – even triumph, feeling that he had won
another case.

Astha’s father was in a daze and did not know what to say.
Om Prakash was a short-statured, meek man, who spoke softly
and was nondescript in his personality. In any gathering, he went
unnoticed till he opened his mouth. After he had spoken, nobody
paid any attention to him again – his indecisive, unconvincing,
self-doubting manner turned his utterances into a waste of time.
He spoke so softly that people had to strain to hear his words,
which were almost whispered. He had the habit of nodding when
someone was speaking, and this continued even when a view

opposite to his own was being expressed. Listening to any assertive
argument, he was convinced that it was right. This is why he was
an utter failure in the school debating team, which he had joined
to improve his arguing skills. He thought his opponent was right
and could not but agree with him. He agreed with the contradictory
positions. To him both his brothers seemed right when each spoke.
So when his opinion was asked for specifically, he did not know
what to say:

He ventured, “Yes, it is true, if  no action is taken against this
fellow, he will become a bigger rogue. He would not only continue
with his dirty actions, but he may even go further. So far we do
not know how far he has gone with Astha. Who knows he might
have …” he broke off and then added, “but we have to look to
our girl’s interests, that is, our own interests. Public knowledge
would defame her and it would be difficult to find a suitable boy
for her.” He looked towards his wife for support. Whenever, he
voiced his opinion, which was rarely, he looked to someone in
the gathering to support him.

Astha got up and went out of the room. The mother
followed her. The girl lay face down on the bed and sobbed. The
mother put her hand on her head protectively:

Strangely, her own brother had also changed his opinion,
having listened to Ramesh Chandra. He, too, now thought that
the matter needed to be taken up seriously and reported to the
police. It was their duty. The change in him had been gradual. To
begin with he was against going to the police. Then he sat quietly
for some time and seemed neutral. Now, the force of the lawyer’s
rhetoric seemed to have worked on him, and he had changed his
mind. Who could remain impervious to the force of a lawyer’s
arguments? Especially the one who had been complimented just
that day by a judge! But nobody could imagine what was to follow,
not even the clever advocate!

In view of his Bhabhi’s objection, Ramesh suggested an
alternative: “Let us go to the Principal and tell him about what
the dirty lecher has done. At least, this would get him punished at
some level and in some way. If  this works out, we will not involve
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the police. The media would not get wind of it and the girl’s and
the family’s name would remain untainted.

*

“Sir, we have come in connection with a serious issue. My
niece, Astha, is a student of B.A. Honours English II year at this
college. Dr. Praveen Khokhar has misbehaved with her. The girl
keeps crying. All she says, ‘Sir has done dirty things to me.’ We
want action against him. A suitable punishment for his crime,
deterrence for him and others, so that he dare not take advantage
of  any other girl. We trusted you and the institution to protect
our girl. And look what has been done to her!”

The Principal was dark and short with a round face and big
eyes that bulged a little. A phlegmatic individual. He seemed to
be in deep thought most of the time, even when he talked or
listened to someone. After an uncomfortable pause, he opened
his mouth. They were all ears. But he only picked a particle of
food from the gap between his front teeth. Looked at the irritant
meditatively, before throwing it. Played with the toothpick for
some time. The College Canteen contractor, who never bothered
to serve tea to the lecturers in time and complaints against whom
were futile, served special tea and freshly made snacks twice a
day to the Principal. He generously shared them with his coterie
some of whom materialized at the right time.

“Strange, very strange.” He mildly shook his head. “I have
never had any complaint against this teacher. In fact, students love
him for his competent teaching. He is also admired for his informal
interaction with students. It is unbelievable.”

“But Sir, it has happened with our girl. Which is why we
are here.”

“That is true. Of course, you would not have taken the
trouble of finding out how your ward was faring in her studies.
How regular had she been at college? But this is a serious matter.
But those are not as serious matters as this is – provided this is
true, I mean.”

Then suddenly, he called two students who were Astha’s
classmates: a boy and a girl. The girl was almost a midget, with a
slight limp. And the boy looked to be a potential mafia man.

He first asked the boy: “What sort of a teacher do you think
Dr. Praveen Khokhar is?”

“Sir, he is a wonderful teacher. Most of us have done well in
exams in the first year. It is because of the high marks we got in
his paper.”

Then to the girl: “And what is your opinion?”
“Sir, he is one of the best teachers we have. And he is friendly

and generous, too. He has given students good marks in tutorial
assignments, which helps them secure better divisions. ‘You see,’
he told us, ‘we have to compete with other colleges. Why should
our students fare badly, because of this system, which is being
used by other colleges for better results?’ Sir, do you know, in
some cases, he has given 24 out of 25?”

“You may go,” he told the students, who said in unison,
“T hank you, Sir,” looked dubiously at the guests and left.

He leaned back in his swivel chair. Meditated for a few
moments with closed eyes. And then said, “See?” in the manner
of  a mathematician, declaring QED.

“I want to tell you the inside information. Some of his
colleagues are jealous of him, because he is popular and is admired
by students. These teachers do not do their homework, come to
classes unprepared, or come only once in a while, and yet they
draw full salaries. I can’t take any action against them. At the most,
I can call for their explanation. But do they bother? Not one bit.
This is because of the democratization of the University.
Unionbazi is rampant. Delhi University Teachers’ Association
(DUTA) can make the life of a Principal hell, if he so much as
raises his finger against an errant teacher. Anyway, I was telling
you the shirkers and the incompetent are the fellows who want to
frame him in a scandal and settle scores with him. Because they
cannot equal him in competence, they are trying to run him down,
even destroy his career. Please try to read between the lines. You
are intelligent people. What do you do? He asked the vocal uncle?’
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“I am an advocate,”  he said and added, “a High Court
advocate,”  though his chamber was in the lower Courts at
Tees Hazari.

The Principal became a little alert, and more pleasant, even
simpering a little while making his points. But he did not shift
from his basic position.

When the lawyer uncle said, the condition of the girl was
pathetic and that they had talked to her and believed there was no
‘motive’ for her to get this ‘competent’ lecturer into trouble, the
Principal paused, rubbed his chin reflectively and looked at them
inscrutably.

Then he assumed a sympathetic tone. He asked them to come
next week. He would constitute a committee to inquire into the
whole affair and place the findings and recommendations of the
committee before them.

“Isn’t it fair?” he addressed the lawyer. “You can examine
the report minutely from the legal point of view. I am glad you
are a lawyer. You can scrutinize things with a hawk’s eye. Lawyers
can sift truth from falsehood, and they are not swayed by
manufactured evidence or specious arguments. Good, good,”  he
nodded approvingly again in the direction of the lawyer and added,
‘You are a part of  an important pillar of society.’

And then he picked up a file to attend to it. It was indication
enough for them to leave. And they did. “Thank you, Sir. Thank
you, Sir,” each muttered and asked about the specific day in the
next week when they should come.

“Next Friday. Okay?”
They nodded and left.
The Principal pushed the back of the chair further, which

creaked with delight.
*

“I am Nandan Chawla, the Principal’s P.A. from the college.
The report is ready. Please come and meet the Principal.”

The girl’s father who by now wanted the whole chapter
closed, received the call. Astha had been absolutely quiet. She had

dark circles under her eyes. She quietly watched the TV, or read a
book, or just lay on the bed, looking listlessly at the ceiling. She
spoke not more than a couple of sentences in a day. Light had
gone out of her eyes. The mother tried to cheer her up by cooking
her favourite curries on a couple of occasions. But she only pecked
at the food. “Why don’t you visit Kanika? She lives so near.”
Kanika was her close friend and classmate. But Astha shook her
head: “I don’t feel like.”

Om Prakash informed his two brothers and also his brother-
in-law. The lawyer was again galvanized at the prospect of
exhibiting his legal acumen after going through the report, proving
his point and getting the teacher severely punished.

“Here it is. For your benefit, I have highlighted the portions,
which are of greater importance. Those portions read: ‘the teacher
concerned called Astha for a counselling session. Students of her
class confirmed that she was not regular in attendance. Since the
teacher took personal interest in students’ problems, he wanted
to have a talk with her in private. So he took her to an empty
classroom, after the college, for a half hour session.’”  The Principal
here added, “You see, he is a conscientious teacher. He did not
want to miss out on teaching. So he asked her to stay and meet
him after the classes were over.” Putting on his specs, he resumed
reading. He informed them again that he was reading only the
highlighted portions. “’The teacher concerned has admitted to
this to the Inquiry Committee.’

“I am leaving out a couple of paragraphs which deal with
procedural matters, rules and regulations and the code of conduct
for both teachers and students. This is yet another important
paragraph: ‘the student was occasionally seen with a boy when
she did not attend classes, a boy from a neighbouring college. She
was seen sitting alone in the canteen quite often, and in fact her
absences from class were noticed by most of the students. She
appeared to be in low spirits. That is when the teacher decided to
have a talk with her.

‘The teacher offered to help her out with the attendance,
provided she became more regular in future and spent more time
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on her studies. She had been a good student in the first year and
had the potential of getting a first class. Perhaps, this offer of
helping her out was misunderstood.’

“Now, this is the last paragraph, the conclusion, or findings of
the Committee, you can say,” he said.  ‘No concrete evidence has
been found against the teacher for having molested the girl. This is
not the first case of such allegations against the teachers when they
threaten to or actually become strict with students in the matter of
bringing the texts to the class, being attentive or being regular. The
students then make allegations against such teachers to browbeat
them. The Committee exonerates the teacher concerned.’

The Director of Physical Education, who talked without a
pause and who had a “Be Brief”  sign on his table for visitors,
had chaired the Committee. Its members included the President
of  the Staff  Association, the President of the Non-Teaching Staff,
the President of the Students’ Union and the two students, the
girl and the boy, whom the Principal had called when the
complainants had visited him.

The credentials of the Committee were impeccable.
“Would you like to close the matter now?
“See, there is no point. You would be making it difficult for

our student, I mean Astha. Now our efforts should be directed
at rehabilitating her emotionally. I learnt from my conversations
with her classmates that she is highly sensitive and emotional.  From
my thirty years’ experience as a teacher and Principal, I can tell
you, such students tend to blow things out of proportion. Often
these things are the result of misunderstanding or communication
gaps. Have you as a father, never touched your daughter?” he
asked, addressing the father.

Om Prakash got flustered. He became visibly embarrassed.
It was a strange question!

“I mean, we touch our children out of affection. Teachers
have the same type of relationship with them. But a student may
misunderstand.”

“Can we study the report? And then respond?” asked
Ramesh Chandra.

The expression on the Principal’s face changed. He now
looked irritated. And then got angry, very angry indeed. “It seems
one should not try to do good. It always rebounds. People become
brazen and arrogant. I think, now I must tell you the inside story.
You have asked for it, remember,” he pointed his accusing finger
at Ramesh Chandra. “You are an advocate of High Court. You
will enjoy listening to it, particularly. I suggested to the Committee
to modify the report. I insisted on their writing about her moving
in the company of a boy. Actually, she has been intimate with a
girl classmate. The whole class suspected it, in fact resented it. A
couple of girls lodged verbal complaints with me. Astha was
vitiating the atmosphere of the class. And now let me bring the
whole truth, nothing but the truth, to your kind notice,” he
mimicked the legal style. “There is a witness who has seen the
two girls, I mean, Astha and another girl student, kissing and
fondling each other in a small tutorial room. The girl watched the
whole scene from the crevice of the door, which had loose hinges
and tilted to one side. The University Grants Commission is stingy
with the maintenance grant. She went on watching fascinated, she
said, though frightened and repelled at the same time. But she
remained glued. You are the sharpest in the group, being a High
Court advocate. You would understand the implications.” There
was a petrified silence.

His face was flushed and he breathed fast. He paused for a
couple of seconds and then resumed: “I wanted to hush up the
matter for the sake of both the girls. But you are forcing my
hand. Shall I call the media and tell them all? What do you say? He
made it a point to address all his questions to the advocate.

“Here is the copy of the report. Take it and study it in detail
and then respond after a couple of days or months, as it pleases
your lordship.”

“I have to run the college, and there are bigger and more
pressing problems.  I do not have the time to meet you again and
again and go on dealing with this case indefinitely.

“Besides, if the media get a wind of it, they would make
your lives hell, particularly the girls’…”
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The father was frightened beyond his wits. He quickly signed
the statement the Principal had placed before them and goaded
others to do so. They had testified that there was a
misunderstanding on the part of the girl. The teacher was only
trying to help.

But when they reached home, there was a huge crowd
milling around. Journalists, from the print media, radio and TV
channels had swooped on the house. They were bombarding
Astha’s mother with questions. The mother kept saying: “Please
talk to my husband.”

An alert channel noticed the father and the uncles approaching
and the reporter, with the cameraman in tow, rushed to them.

“What exactly did the teacher do to your daughter,” asked
the reporter, addressing the lawyer, thinking he was the father.

The journalists also rushed towards them and blinded them
with camera flashes.

“I am her uncle. There was a misunderstanding. No such
thing happened.” With his legal mind, he understood the
implications of having signed the statement.

“How can you say it was a misunderstanding?” We have got
a copy of your written complaint. One of them waived a copy.
We have also talked to other students. The teacher does not have
a good reputation. Two other girls, on condition of anonymity,
told us he had molested them and that he is a lecher.”

A TV channel called This Moment telecast the announcement
proudly that they had first uncovered the news story and that their
correspondent Reema was the first one to get a response from an
uncle. Then every channel was showing images of the crowd in
front of their flat – a few neighbours but more of cameramen,
journalists. An enterprising correspondent had managed to obtain
a view of the girl, sitting in the bedroom with her bent head
supported by both her hands. The newsreader immediately gleefully
capped it with, “we can see the girl, sitting despondently, with her
head in her hands. She looks totally depressed. The society has
touched a new low. The noble procession of teaching stands tainted!
The mentors turn tormentors!

We will take a short break; please don’t go away. We will talk
to our correspondent Aarti Srivastava, who is stationed at the
college and is trying to talk to the Principal. He is at the college,
but his P.A. denies it. The relevant question is: ’why is he hiding?
Why doesn’t he talk to the media and clarify?’ There seems to be
something fishy? Stay tuned.”

Then there was Breaking News. Excited announcements!
Almost all the channels were simultaneous in the telecasts. All
claimed it was their scoop. All of  them were playing the picture
continuously. A smart photographer had gone round to the back
of the house and through a partially opened window had shot
the picture of the girl hanging from the ceiling fan.

*

Dionysian wisdom makes itself concrete through Apollonian artifice.

      - Nietzsche
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Three Poems by Seema Gill

The Poet

She is the universe nest
gathering broken star hopes

She is not singing
She is kneading the pain symphony
sealing the wound enlightenment
glazing the freedom firecracker
casting the illusion hope net
sharpening the love ember
tearing the law prejudice

She is not painting
She is sleepwalking the tight rope
carving the hope’s dented face
tumbling the earth train 
walking the journey’s fractured wheel
burning the night oil’s flickering dream
crying the life river’s desolation!
‘Cause she is the poet!

Journey Woman

I nailed the blanket rain of the Monsoon 
to the mast of a sailing ship
only to see there was no land in sight

I plucked the tree from wild Danish forest 
and stitched myself a cloak
only to discover I was in a time lapse frame

I tore an arrow from conflicting Yorkshire Dales
to build a compass for guidance 
only to realise the direction to peace was lost  

I pulled the thorn from a war-torn child
to wash the bleeding scar into the Red Sea 
only to witness that abuse was universal

I unfurled the flag-draped coffin of Democracy
to wrap a shawl around a crying mother
only to behold there were others who’d lost their
beloved

I stole a sparkle from Niagara falls  
to lay a diamond on a soldier’s shoulder
only to find the Niagara Falls were in the graveyard

I took the pearls from Oyster Bay 
and threaded it into a loop around a neck
only to find it was a hangman’s noose

I borrowed the sun from mother sky
to cover up the mind’s blind spot
only to discover the sun un-enlighted
I gathered the incense from an English rose petal
to caress a broken heart
only to feel the pain was all mine!

Fisher Woman of Kerala

She is not walking
She’s churning the sea
sculpting hope
each step cast on the tight rope
as sharp as the edge of a tidal wave!

She is not watching
Her eyes shower stars and dreams
hung upon the barbed wire
of  survival!

She is not breathing



South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 81 South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 82

She’s melting the ring of fire
each flame drips the sweat of her labour
into the fat belly of a shark!

She is not living
She is clothed in the layers of misconception
chasing the light and shadow
as they squeeze her body in a python grip!

She is not sleeping
She’s getting ready
to swim on the life’s unglazed clay pot
risking her self 
desperate for salvation!

She is not rising
She’s fuming with discontent
fighting to get free
from the claws of slavery
wrapped in her arms is a bundle of hungry children!
And yet the roof  over her head is a tattered norm
as fragile as the ray of Sun
hitting her conscience with an iron glow!

*

The Rubbish Inside

Sudhir Garimalla

Every time a friend
or an ex-girlfriend
invites me to their happiness,
something inside collides.
Something dark that was kept alive
as humor or hatred
dies.

I still can’t accept the invitation though
as I like to live this out in denial.
Like you,
if  you are a coward that is.
I like to continue hoping
that the sun one day won’t rise,
that the moon always be at our side
as I drink and she smiles.
Nothing better than this hope exists
that will keep my grandiosity alive.
Nothing will be a better lid
to block all the rubbish inside.

*
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Love, Longing and Ludhiana
Jottings from Sahir’s City

Nirupama Dutt

Goddess Saraswati seems to be looking Ludhiana ’s way this year
with the prestigious Saraswati Sammân (awarded annually for
outstanding Indian works of prose or poetry) going to a poet of
that city, Surjit Patar.  

The fact is that there is much more to Ludhiana than the
butter chicken that Pankaj Mishra, of Butter Chicken in
Ludhiana fame, immortalised. Punjab’s Manchester is known for
its hosiery industry, its cycle factories, its business money, the
agricultural university, migrant labourers by the thousands who
come on trains nicknamed Bhayia Express, the filthy sewer that
runs through the old town, and rampant pollution. Yet this familiar
picture of Ludhiana misses one important aspect: the fact that
the city has been home to a large number of poets in modern
times, with Sahir, famed Hindi film lyricist who bore the city’s
name, topping the list. 

The first journey 
Most of my journeys to Ludhiana have been in one way or

the other related to poetry except perhaps the first. But no, I am
wrong. Perhaps the first was the most poetic. Instead of going
into the details, I will just quote a few lines of a poem I wrote a
decade-and-a-half after visiting the city for the first time: 

What couldn’t I have done this season of late rains
right from singing Raga Malhâr to penning an epic poem
I could even have borrowed a flame orange dress from a friend,
worn a pair of dark glasses and stealthily boarded a bus to Ludhiana
just like fifteen years ago when I had returned home desolate…
I am desolate these days too from another Ludhiana that has sprung

         upin Chandigarh … 
The first time I visited Ludhiana in 1977, I was positively

thrilled to see the welcome signboard outside the city, which
read: Ji aaean nu. This is a pure Punjabi greeting and blessing which

defies translation into English. It just conveys a very heartfelt
welcome, Punjabi style. Many cities in Punjab bear the welcome
sign of Jee aaean nu. One does not always notice them, but
sometimes the heart skips a beat and one thinks – this here is an
earnest welcome posted just for me.  

Since the address that I was looking for in Ludhiana did not
exist, I visited instead the home of my love’s friend, Surjit Patar,
who along with other friends cheered me up with words and
food. This celebrated master of the Punjabi couplet then lived in
a small bachelor’s pad near Gate No. 3 of the Punjab Agricultural
University (PAU) where he was a research scholar in the
Department of Languages and Culture. Mohan Singh, the poet,
also spent his last decade at the PAU, where he was poet emeritus.  

The tradition of Punjabi poetry is a multilingual tradition –
Faiz wrote in Urdu and Amrita Pritam in Punjabi. Regardless of
language, Urdu poetry greatly influenced Punjabi poetry in the
last century. Sahir and Patar both grew out of the classical tradition
of  Urdu poetry established by Mir and Ghalib, though Sahir wrote
in Urdu and Patar writes in Punjabi.  

My first journey to Ludhiana was one of heartbreak but also
of poetic acquaintance. Patar is heir to the poetic tradition of this
city and is full of Ludhiana lore. He once recounted how, when
Sahir was asked how he wrote so many film songs, the poet
answered with a laugh that there was not much to a film song, he
could write one in ten puffs of a cigarette. Patar added, “Those
days he took the princely sum of Rs 10,000 for a song so each
puff  of  his cigarette was worth a thousand rupees.” Patar is a
poet of the classical tradition who chooses contemporary issues
as his theme. One of his finest poems was written at the time of
the Naxalite movement of which he was a sympathiser: It is difficult
to return home now, who will recognise us? /Death has left its signature on
our foreheads/ Friends have trodden on our faces/ Someone else glances
back from the mirror….   

It was the signature of death that took me to Ludhiana the
next time. The city lost its most precious poet, Sahir, on the last
day of October 1981. He had lived long in Bombay and that
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was where he died but I felt that to write about him a journey
had to be made to the city of his birth and youth. This time I did
not notice any welcome signboards. Instead there were banners
all over town exclaiming “Hai! Sahir Ludhianvi.” Painter Bawri, a
friend from Sahir’s youth had put up these memorials. Bawri was
also an Urdu poet, and a signboard painter by profession. Talking
about the time when Sahir published Talkhiyan, his first book of
verse at the very young age of seventeen, Bawri said: “I was
older to Sahir and when I read his poem Chakle that was later
used as a song picturised on the red-light area in Guru
Dutt’s Pyaasa, I was amazed by the courage of this young poet.”
The lines that amazed him were those in which Sahir called a
whore a daughter of Eve and of Zuleikha and a sister of Radha.
By thus relating a prostitute to the women held sacred by these
three faiths, he was appealing against the objectification of a
woman’s body.  

Days of poetry 
Abul Hayee (Sahir’s real name) was born on March 8, 1921,

just a year after the Government College of Ludhiana was
established. He enrolled himself in the college on a hot summer
May day in 1937, filling the form in a sensitive and delicate hand.
In the form, which is still preserved in the college records, he
wrote ‘Law’ in the column that asked which profession he would
like to follow. Though he never became a lawyer, he was certainly
an advocate of popular emotions and dreams for a better
tomorrow. Interestingly, a college mate of Sahir’s was the famous
poet of Urdu, Ibn-e-Insha, who migrated to Pakistan at the time
of Partition and later chose to live in self-exile in London until
his death in 1978. Insha’s couplets are quoted widely till today
such as: Insha ab in ajnabion mein chain se baki umra kâtey/Jinki khatir
basti chhodhi naam na le un pyaron ka (Insha may you live among
these strangers in peace for the rest of your life / do not even
speak the name of those dear ones for whom you fled the basti). 

The Government College of Ludhiana was something of a
hub of budding poetic talent in those days and it was to remain a

recurring motif in the poetry of Sahir, which received immense
popularity after he became a lyricist for Hindi films. One scene in
Ramesh Saigal’s 1958 film, Phir Subah Hogi (loosely based on
Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment), apparently draws on Sahir’s
time in Ludhiana’s Government College where he fell in love with
a Sikh girl called Ishwar Kaur. In those pre-Partition days of intense
communal strife, this romance had little chance of blossoming. 

But Sahir had found his muse. When he blossomed as a poet,
Iqbal, Firâq, Faiz and Majâz had already made a name for
themselves. It is unlikely that Sahir remained uninfluenced by them,
but he also had a natural poetic talent shaped by a rare felicity
with language and chiselled by the idealism of the Left.
Interestingly, Ludhiana could not retain this young talent and Sahir
was expelled from college, the popular excuse being his love for
the Sikh girl for whom he had penned the couplet: Phir na keejie
meri gustakh nigahon ka gila/ Dekhiye aapne phir pyar se dekha
mujhko (Do not blame me for my bold gaze again / Look, you
glanced at me with love again). It is believed, though, that the real
reason for his expulsion was the progressive ideology he was
propagating as a poet in colonial times. 

Many decades later when the college celebrated its golden
jubilee in 1970, Sahir was the guest of honour and was awarded
a gold medal. It was then that Sahir wrote his famous poem
‘Nazar-e-College’ dedicated to his college : Yahin seekha tha phan-
e-nagmagari/ Yahin utra she’r ka ilham/ Main jahan raha yahin ka
raha/ Mujhko bhoole nahin yeh darobaam/ Ham inhi fizaon ke pale hue
to hain/Gar yan ke nahin yan se nikale hue to hain (It was here that I
learnt the art of writing songs/ It was here that poetry came to
me/ Wherever I went I always belonged here/ I could never
forget these portals, these terraces/I grew up in these environs/
If I was not owned here at least I was disowned here).  

It was my 1981 trip that put me in touch with several poets
of Ludhiana . Among them were Ajaib Chitrakar (painter-poet)
and Krishan Adeeb, a friend and ardent admirer of Sahir. Adeeb
had remarkable talent in the Urdu ghazal and nazm with some of
his compositions having been sung by Mehdi Hasan, Jagjit Singh,
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Mohammad Rafi and Chitra Singh. Originally from Phillaur, a
small town near Ludhiana , Adeeb was bitten by the creative bug
and left home young to wander. In Bombay he stayed with Sahir
who encouraged him to write poetry. Adeeb’s famous ghazal on
the heart-wrenching sorrows of love and longing after sunset
was sung by both Jagjit Singh and Mehdi Hasan: Jab bhi aati hai
teri yaad kabhi shaam ke baad/Aur badh jaati hai afsoorda-dili shaam ke
baad. (Whenever I think of you after evening fall/ Sadness of the
heart increases after evening fall.)  

In fact, my first encounter with Adeeb was in Chandigarh .
There was a mushaira in Chandigarh in the last year of the 70s
and my mentor-friend, Kumar Vikal who had grown up
in Ludhiana , requested me to go and interview Adeeb. Those
were the times when mushairas would go on into the wee hours
of the morning and poets would step down from the stage in
turns for their date with Bacchus. I went backstage and sent word
for Adeeb to meet me. He came from the green room into the
passage and said: “I have taken some whiskey and I do not talk
to a daughter after drinking whiskey. You come to my house 12/
14 on the PAU campus in Ludhiana and I will give you an
interview there.”

So it was that some months later, accompanying Vikal to a
literary meet in Ludhiana , we visited Adeeb’s home on the
university campus, where he worked as the university
photographer. As I interviewed him, he and Vikal downed glass
after glass of rum. Perhaps talking with daughters after rum was
different from talking to them after whiskey! 

Adeeb was an accomplished poet whose verses touched very
tender sentiments; one of his long nazms compared thoughts to
stubborn children who without leave run out of the house
barefoot. His love for the Urdu language was all-encompassing
and he would say: “Urdu is not just a language. It is a culture: a
way of life.” The last time I met Adeeb, he had retired from the
university but had been allowed to open an STD booth on the
campus. He limped, having damaged one leg in an accident,
could no longer smoke as he was severely asthmatic, and could

no longer drink whiskey or rum as his liver was damaged. But
his spirits were still high and there was poetry scribbled on the
walls of the STD cabin alongside pictures of him with Jagjit
Singh, Sahir and Mehdi Hasan. When he passed away, I was
reminded of an ode he had written to poets of the city: Ab na
Sahir hai mere paas na Ibn-e-Insha/ Waqt ne chheen liye yaar purane
kya kya (Neither Sahir is with me nor Ibn-e-Insha/Time has
snatched away such dear old friends). 

Apart from these famous poets there have been other, lesser-
known Ludhiana poets such as Madan Lal Didi, a trade union
leader and friend of Sahir’s, and Satyapal Anand, a professor of
English literature who wrote in Urdu and English and now lives
in the US. I wonder what it is in Ludhiana ’s air that inspired and
attracted poets. Perhaps it was a reaction to the growing
industrialisation and materialism of the city – the voice of the
soul rising to maintain the balance, as it were, between the material
and the spiritual. Post-Partition, the most famous Punjabi publisher
of those times, Jiwan Singh, set up his Lahore Book Shop
in Ludhiana and many writers worked for him. The media hub
of Jalandhar was just an hour and a half by road or rail.
The Agricultural University too made an effort to include a
literature component in it syllabus. The labour and trade unions
were centred in this industrial town and along with them left-
wing intellectuals and poets. 

Kumar Vikal, the poet dearest to me, is considered one of
the most humane and creative poets of Hindi literature. His family
moved to Ludhiana after being uprooted from Rawalpindi at the
time of Partition. It was this city which gave him images of
retrenched labour, women working in factories, old prostitutes
and liquor vendors. He supervised publication at the Lahore Book
Shop on a meagre salary and was well known for his wit, sharp
mind and talent for poetry. Students from Sahir’s college would
ask him to write them verses for the girls they fancied. There was
one particularly attractive girl called Asha and their deal with Vikal
was that each time her name (which meant hope) figured in a
poem, Vikal would be given two rupees. Vikal found a smart
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way to earn his daily half a bottle of rum.
Poetry blossoms in times when there are pro-people, idealistic

movements or radical forms of resistance. In Ludhiana, as in the
rest of Punjab, we are today living in the era of the popular
songsters who are part of the Punjabi pop cult. However, the
city does honour its poets. Every year there is a Mohan Singh
Mela and Jashn-e-Sahir. In PAU, a special variety of chrysanthemum
is named after Sahir —  gul-e-Sahir  — and
the Government College has a portrait of him at the entrance.
So when in Ludhiana to buy woollens or a Hero Honda bike, do
spare a thought for this city’s many and accomplished poets.  

*

It is one of the playful ironies of history that the philosophical works
most reverenced and studied in European and American universities today
were composed in an attempt to make philosophy intelligible to the
layman by binding it with a human personality.

    - Will Durant

Cultural Semantics
Revisiting the Issues and Problems

Jaspal Singh

The cultural and the physical world: By physical world we mean
the organic and inorganic mode of existence that man has been
trying to transform into culture in the process of production and
reproduction of life. Culture itself is viewed as a life activity, with
or without regional variations, that has come into being as a result
of  man’s intervention in the processes of nature. The purpose of
this activity is to mould and regulate human environment in terms
of  human needs and urges. Historically speaking, this activity had
two consequences:

(a) Development of material culture appearing in the form
of  civilization, taking a diachronic temporal course in history.

(b) Development of semiotic culture appearing in the form
of different communicational modes, especially the language,
demanding a synchronic investigation and analysis.

The French philosopher Michel Foucault talks about three
clearly demarcated epistemological fields, viz. Biology, Economics
and Language. Biology, according to him, provides with function
and norm both physiological and cultural; economics, with
production and distribution of material goods and services; and
language, with systems of signs and communication. These three
epistemological fields imply three great exchanges around which
the entire warp and woof of human life is structured. The first
of them is the exchange of women which according to Claude
Levi-Strauss is the motive force behind the kinship system on the
basis of which many cultural practices are organized. The second
is the exchange of commodities involving all the operations from
production to consumption.  Here also culture shows its presence
at the end of the production cycle, i.e. in the mode of
consumption. The third is the exchange of messages involving
the operation of the semiotic system of communication with
very strong cultural mediation by means of which man
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conceptually organizes his universe and stores his ideas and
impressions while transmitting them to the other members of
the speech community. That is why Yuri Lotman, a Russian
semiotician, defines culture as the whole of human activity of
working out, exchanging and preserving information by means
of  immanently organized and interrelated semiotic systems. This
third exchange dealing with communication depends mainly on
linguistic devices and strategies. In the semiotic scheme of culture
we may include people’s customs, traditions, conventions, rites,
rituals, ceremonies, myths, folktales, proverbs, totems, taboos,
music, abuses, riddles, folksongs, sculpture, painting, architecture,
dances, literature, entertainment performances, theatre, manners
and etiquette, ways of cooking and serving food, utensils, dress
patterns, hair styles, ornaments, ethical patterns, modes of worship,
and so on. All of them are semiotic activities of culture, being
conceptualized and regulated in and through language. In other
words, in the cognitive process the role of five senses, of course,
is important, but to conceptually organize the epistemes, linguistic
devices are of no less importance.  In the three stages of cognitive
activity, viz. sensation, perception and conception, the most
important role is played by the distinction of similarities and
differences among various things, beings, events, sounds and ideas.
In this process, language is one entity that entirely manifests and
unfolds the network of relations among different things and
phenomena, giving a medium even to the most complex mode
of  cognition. That is why, Roland Barthes, the famous French
semiologist subordinates all the sign systems in society to language
since they are realized and mediated through it.

Here again we shall come back to the original dichotomy of
material culture and semiotic culture. Material culture pertains to
physical structures and the semiotic culture to conceptual structures.

In the domain of physical structures, the problem of
communication is confined to the referential use of language -
where the relation of words, meanings and objects is isomorphic.
But in the case of conceptual structures this relation is controlled
by the rule of metaphor. Here one to one correspondence of

word, meanings and objects can be misleading because in the
realization of conceptual structures the entire scheme of culture
comes into motion.

Ferdinand de Saussure, the father of modern linguistics,
believes that language is made up of two entities, langue and
parole. Langue is the system of language, social in nature,
unconsciously acquired by the people. Parole is the conscious
individual execution of the system, langue. If langue is the
conceptual structure, parole is its physical structure. Noam
Chomsky uses different terms, viz. competence and performance,
for almost the same processes. Linguistic competence functions
at two levels. The first level is the limited number of rules, on the
basis of which an infinite number of sentences can be constructed.
The second level of competence is its genetic nature that means
language is an innate phenomenon, not an acquired one. In other
words, the seed of language is in man by birth but it needs a
socio-cultural mechanism to grow and flourish in the form of
performance (a definite language).

Sigmund Freud has talked about two kinds of psychic processes,
the unconscious and the conscious. The former is associated with
primary process thinking and the latter with secondary process
thinking. In the first, two important psychic operations take place,
condensation and displacement. Images can combine into a
composite image and can replace one another. Composite images
can be understood only at the symbolic level. The rules of formal
logic and grammar are not valid here. The categories of time and
tense are either totally missing or are in total disorder. Disjointed
content words form the psychic spectrum and occur as the raw
material of thought. But this entire process remains within linguistic
limits. Both L. S. Vygotsky and Jean Piaget have found that a child’s
use of single disjointed words at the earliest stages of language learning
is such an activity in which a single word stands for an entire utterance.
In other words, the child behaves semantically and not syntactically.
So does the human unconscious. Within the dynamism of individual
psyche, there is the domain of “collective unconscious” which
according to Carl G. Jung is based on the archetypes of the racial
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memory. These archetypes organize human experience and behavior
according to primordial types which are universal in nature. Different
socio-cultural groups manifest their collective unconscious through
certain patterns of culture, particularly its folklore on the basis of
their specific geo-historical experiences. That is why their semiotic
cultures differ from one another. What is the mode of being of the
unconscious? How is it structured? The French psychoanalyst Jacques
Lacan says that the unconscious is structured like language since it is a
product of the effects of language on human organism. That means
it is not a single unit entity but an organization of different units and
elements with dynamic transformations taking place in it. Undoubtedly,
the unconscious appears in the form of images and linguistic sings
and symbols, but their arrangement, as mentioned earlier, is free from
the grammatical scheme of language. The psychoanalyst has to
understand the process of condensation and displacement taking
place in images and linguistic signs and symbols in order to understand
the unconscious. It is necessary for the subject to speak about his
dreams, illusions and hallucinations through which the unconscious
erupts. Man is buried under his words. They both conceal and reveal
him. At one level the function of the literary critic is also like that of
a psychoanalyst. Like him he rearranges the signs and symbols in
metonymic order and then digs out the metaphoric complexes
forming the discourse. These metaphoric relations are invariably
symbolic and hence in their interpretation the entire scheme of culture
comes into action. An important role is played not only by the present
elements which acquire a phonic articulation but also by the ‘silences’
and ‘absences’ vis-à-vis which this articulation has been made. The
literary discourse is in confrontation with the alternate system at its
background, and its raison d’être is legitimized only because of them.
The textual strategies and subterfuges of the author can be understood
only if we know the forces and oppositions which he tries to escape
from through the medium of his creations.

Since some of the signs and symbols recurring in primary
process thinking are related with the collective unconscious, they
require an interpretation at the level of semiotic culture mainly
manifested through folkloric categories.  It is because of this that

some of the social scientists have been taking greater interest in
folkloristic studies in recent years. Even in such fields as political
economy, psychology, aesthetics and linguistics, folklore as a
powerful medium to understand the human mind has acquired a
pride of place. In the modern consumer culture, based as it is on
advertisement and commercial propaganda, subtle psychological
use of folklore is made by different organs of media.

Here something has to be said about Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis. In the first half of  the last century two American
anthropologists Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf gave
the idea of oneness of language and culture. The peculiar world-
view of a cultural entity is reflected through its language and its
language gives organization to the cultural categories. In other
words, linguistic items dialectically correspond to cultural items
and reflect people’s attitude towards the things and phenomena
around them. On the basis of our study of nouns, verbs,
adjectives etc. we can understand the main tendencies, needs
and urges of the cultural community.

Colonization of the world in the 16th and 17th centuries was
not only a gigantic economic and political invasion but also a
great lingo-cultural offensive. The natives in many colonized
countries of the world were made to suffer an inferiority complex
regarding their language and culture by the colonial masters. They
were elevated above their barbarian status in direct proportion to
their adoption of the language and culture of the mother-country,
i.e. the colonizing power.  After the rolling back of the colonial
empires, the people of these countries are facing a peculiar
linguistic situation. Teaching and learning the language of the
former masters (English in the case of Indians), which is one of
their “own” languages, has become more problematic. On the
one hand, these people have lost direct touch with the native
speakers who culturally use the language; on the other, many
localisms have cropped up that both universalize and de-
universalize the language, depriving it of its original cultural import.

Another problem is that of the dual use of language. One in
the field of material culture, that is in natural sciences, technology,



South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 95 South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 96

trade and industry; and the other in the field of semiotic culture,
that is in human sciences. The use of language in the former, as
has been mentioned earlier, is referential, having one to one
correspondence of words, meanings and the empirical reality.
This may be called the transparent mechanical use of language.

But in the latter, the use of language apart from being
referential is metaphoric and symbolic with a powerful cultural
mediation. The use of English in human sciences in India or in
other former British colonies has given birth to the process of
localization of English on a gigantic scale, thus slightly damaging
the universal character of the language. Wherever effort was made
to retain and perpetuate the Anglo-Saxon character of the
language, it generated a comprador culture, totally cut off from
the local reality. Linguists the world over are unanimous in their
opinion that language and culture are inseparable. Teachers and
learners of English in the former colonies face a dilemma. How
to teach a foreign language without any cultural animation? How
to keep the linguistically generated comprador culture at bay? How
to save the human sciences from dehumanization spawned by an
alien language? How to de-politicize and de-bureaucratize the
English language so that it is not used as an instrument of
hegemonic dominance? How to develop a curriculum of English
keeping in view the imperative needs of native cultural semantics
and folkloric structures? These are some of the paramount
questions crying for dispassionate answers.

*

Writing, Materiality, Technology

Dharamjeet Singh

Technics is the unthought. - Bernard Steigler
Exile was already there in paper. - Jacques Derrida

The widespread use of computers and digital communication
technologies during the last half century has radically restructured
our everyday socio-cultural environment. The cultural landscape
of the twenty-first century is laden with ever new technological
gadgets. Computers, entertainment and digital devices (iPods, Mp3
players etc.) and communication technologies (mobiles, emails
etc.) have become an essential part of our life. They have been
integrated into workspaces, pedagogical practices, artistic
endeavors, leisure activities and communication. Life has actually
become unthinkable without some kind of technological tools at
our disposal which perform certain functions for us. We are
increasingly enmeshed in a web of technology which literally drives
our interaction in society. The prevalence of mediation summons
us to think the technics as the horizon which lays down the
‘framework’ for the emergence of any kind of understanding
and, to a large extent, this opening of the framework determines
our relationship with the physical world and our consequent
understandings of social reality. Of  course, within the sphere of
socio-cultural production, mediation cannot be ruled out; it has
been there since ancient times. But the difference is that due to the
pervasiveness of current technologies we have now become
acutely aware of its role in structuring the ‘socio-cultural’ matrix
of our world.

Critics and theorists of media, like Marshall McLuhan, Jean
Baudrillard, Paul Virilio and Friedrich Kittler have, in their different
dystopian and utopian visions, helped us to understand our social
vision, sense of self (identity), artistic practices, cultural stereotypes,
inter-subjective relationships and relationship with the world at
large as always mediated through technologies of different kinds.



South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 97 South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 98

McLuhan was one of the major twentieth century critics of media
who attempted to theorize the role different media play in shaping
our societies. His prophetic statement that “the medium is the
message”, made during the early 1960s, came out of one of the
first sustained attempts to pay attention to the materiality of the
medium in determining our co-ordinates of thinking and
perception. Jean Baudrillard, McLuhan’s contemporary who was
influenced by him, never displayed McLuhan’s celebratory attitude
towards electronic forms of communication as participatory and
liberatory. Baudrillard questioned the whole communication model
on which the media theory is usually constituted. He thought that
the communication model on which the previous media theories
were based is far too abstract to offer any valid insight into the
actual workings of media technologies in the real world. Virilio,
following in the footsteps of Baudrillard and McLuhan traces, in
The Vision Machine, the gradual degradation of “human vision” as
a consequence of the development of optical devices, beginning
with the Renaissance, and following the growth of computer
graphics, mass communication and advertising. He considers
“social vision” as a socio-historical construction in which the
existing technological apparatus plays a significant role. Kittler, a
German media theorist, continues this tradition of critical thinking
about media and other technologies by focusing on their role in
determining and reconfiguring the prevalent discourses, artistic
and cultural practices, and socio-political formations.

Technology1  has been with us since ancient times. The
instruments and tools, helping us in the process of labour and other
daily activities, have played a significant role in the development of
our ‘sense of self’ as human beings, different from animals and with
peculiar abilities. Inventions of the wheel, paper and gunpowder are
only some of the instances without which the modern-day world
cannot be visualized. These technological inventions have played a
central role in the growth and shaping of human societies, their forms,
culture, communication, politics and social organization. The
discoveries of faraway lands and cultures like America and India
would have been impossible without the technologies that went into

ship-making and navigation. With Renaissance came the printing press
which fundamentally altered the trajectory of human societies, both
culturally and politically. Yet in our understanding of the social, cultural
and political aspects of human societies, we often tend to overlook
the role machines and technologies play in the construction of, to use
Kittler’s words, a “discourse network” within which these aspects are
actualized through various practices. Every technological breakthrough
alters the temporally established equilibrium of the social, the cultural,
the political and the natural. We gradually try to forget the disturbance
generated by the coming of any new technology which re-configured
the existing complex texture of society.

The relationship between the human and the technological
has always been a precarious and conflictual one. Technology, in
general, has often been viewed as an alien and external force,
corrupting and contaminating, not to be desired yet unavoidable.
Correspondingly, human culture has been usually perceived as
something pure and above or beyond the technological - a realm
of ideas, images, and art, of intellectual contemplation and
meditation. It is as if the culture of private reading and writing
could be visualized without the medium of the book, which
actually is a consequence of the printing press. In other words,
the tendency has been to think of culture as unmediated. Yet even
a little thought suggests that human beings and their attempts to
search for ‘meaning’ or make ‘sense’ of their existence and lived
experience can be understood only with reference to various
technologies at their disposal at a particular historical juncture.
The material world of objects, tools, devices, instruments and
machines, although constructed by human beings themselves, acts
as a Lacanian mirror which facilitates the construction of the idea
of ‘the human’. This raises a crucial question: how to think about
the human and the technological, another one of dangerous binary
oppositions ruling our thinking in which ‘the human’ happens to
be the prioritized term. Timothy Clark, referring to Derrida’s
deconstructive approach, indicates a way forward:

Deconstruction … upsets the received concepts of the human
and the technological by affirming their mutual constitutive



South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 99 South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 100

relation, or paradoxically, their constitutive disjunctions. Neither
term acts as the anchor in relation to which other can be
understood … The identity of humanity is a differential relation
between the human and technics, supplements and prostheses.
(Clark 247)

In other words, we can say that technology should not be
thought of as something exterior or external to the human but as
constitutive of the human and the world which the humans go
on to construct (aesthetically, socially, culturally or politically). The
technological has to be taken as integral to human beings and
their societies: “Humanity and technology are situated in a circular
relationship, each shaping and affecting the other” (Kaplan xv).

Kittler has made a significant contribution in the area of
“technological mediation and social relations” by extending Foucault’s
method of discourse analysis (Young and Gane 13). His analysis of
the technologies of communication treats “discourse analysis into
the reflex and symptom of specific – and since ended – media epoch”
(Kramer 97). He treats specific media as “the production sites” within
a larger discourse network. This can be seen from his study of the
relationship between a particular image of woman and the invention
of  the typewriter. As he notes, the immediate consequence of the
invention of the typewriter was “the introduction of young unmarried
women in the production of discourses” (Amritage 32). It is very
difficult to align Kittler’ work within the hermeneutic tradition in
literary studies since it is a kind of post-hermeneutic criticism which,
in Foucauldian tradition, locates the conditions of emergence of
‘meaning’, or what gets counted as meaningful, at a given socio-
historical juncture. He helps us to see the unfolding of ‘meaning’ as
always already mediated by the materiality of specific technologies.

Kittler’s work has proved very fruitful in highlighting the
extent to which materiality of technologies influences the
construction of ‘meaning’ within the changing discursive socio-
historical formations. As David E. Wellberry comments:

“A notation system or … a discourse network has the exterior
character – the outsidedness - of a technology … such technologies
are not mere instruments with which “man” produces his meanings

… Rather they set the framework within which something like
“meaning,” indeed, something like “man”, become possible at
all” (“Foreword”, Kittler xii).

This focus on technologies and their materiality is important
for the institution of literature as it enables us to see the materiality
of the medium in constructing our notions of writing, literature
and the ‘literary’, be it ancient manuscripts, the codex, printed
book, or the electronic forms of writing. Moreover, it makes us
aware of “the material effects of particular writing systems”
(Wolfreys 84). The technologies used for the production of texts
and the materiality of these texts cannot be overlooked when it
comes to understanding writing as a cultural and artistic practice.
The materiality of the practice of writing should also be
understood within the networks of other technologies and in the
context of writing practices made possible by these networks.
How this whole discursive socio-techno-cultural formation affects
our imaginative faculties, writing and reading practices can be
critically analyzed only if we pay enough attention to the medium
in which writing is instantiated.

Humanities scholarship, especially in the field of literary
studies, has generally relegated the medium to an insignificant and
trivial substrate. The materiality2  of the medium on which writing
is inscribed has not been sufficiently foregrounded as constitutive
of our notions of writing, the ‘literary’ and the institution of
literature. The dominant tradition of liberal humanism in literary
studies, until it was questioned by cultural materialists and
poststructuralists, treated ‘literature’ as a kind of permanent and
immutable essence, as the transparent expression of an individual’s
‘self’, experience and ideas, with something inherently organic,
human and ‘sacred’. Moreover, literature was also ignored as part
of a broader sphere of cultural production. It is only through the
illuminating insights of Walter Benjamin, Raymond Williams, Alan
Sinfield, Benedict Anderson and others that we have come to
know of literature’s inseparable relation with other forms of
cultural production. Literary writing as an artistic practice cannot
be removed from the domain of cultural production; rather, it
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needs to be, as Terry Eagleton notes, “re-situated within the field
of general cultural production … [where] each mode of such
production demands a semiology of its own, which is not
conflatable with some universal ‘cultural’ discourse” (166). Such
studies have highlighted the inseparability of the materiality of
the medium from the kinds of forms the materiality makes
possible. The text cannot be detached from the matter of which
it is made of. It is also true in the sense that changes in materiality
affect the meaning, function and reacceptance of the artifact (as
analyzed by Benjamin in his essay “The Work of Art in the Age
of Mechanical Reproduction”). The specificity of the medium
has to be taken into account to make any sense of textuality at all.
The practices of textual production are central to what texts are,
how they are received, what kind of function they perform in
society, and what kinds of relationship with the readers are made
possible by the materiality of the texts.

Writing as an artistic practice has been thought of as an
exercise of the writer’s creative expression in the process of
contemplating nature, life, existence, and her/his own relationship
with these forces, an expression of her/his self in dialogue. Here,
by writing I mean literary writing in particular, writing done
primarily for the sake of writing itself, which is creative and
imaginative and hence ‘literary’. This writing has acquired the aura
of  a ‘sacred practice’. ‘Writing’ as a term has therefore been
thoroughly naturalized to mean a particular type of communicative
mental activity. This notion of writing, as a transparent process
of self-expression, without any kind of mediation, has become
so central and natural to our habits of thinking that it has literally
become impossible to think of the becoming of  writing. In other
words, we do not usually ask what writing can be in its process
of mutation within the changing socio-cultural structures in which
it takes shape as a practice. All material tools –from the quill,
pencil or pen (different forms included), the material surface on
which writing is inscribed (clay, Egyptian papyrus, bamboo books,
wax, leaves and wood, pergamum and parchment, paper), to the
materiality of language itself– have been erased from sight.

The erasure of the materiality of writing may be seen in
terms of our culture’s collective desire for “immediacy”. Jay David
Bolter and Richard Grusin define “immediacy” as the desire that
the “medium itself should disappear and leave us in the presence
of [the] thing represented” (Bolter and Grusin 6). In the case of
writing “the presence of [the] thing” is the presence of the writer’s
voice, self, meaning, or her/his ideas in the form of the written
text. On the contrary, the text’s materiality, including its typography,
form, structure, organization and the process of its production,
are all deemed unimportant. This is what Derrida terms “the
metaphysics of presence”. John Donne’s remark is an appropriate
example: “What the printing presses bring to birth with inky travail,
we take it as it comes; but what is written out by hand is in greater
reverence” (quoted in Sibohan). Heidegger, in the same vein,
despises modern man who “writes ‘with’ the typewriter” (80).
For Heidegger, what distinguish human beings from animals are
the hand and the word. For him “the hand is, together with the
word, the essential distinction of man.” As he further insists, “[no]
animal has a hand, and a hand never originates from a paw or a
claw or talon” (80). In Parmenides, Heidegger writes:

[The] ‘history’ of the kinds of writing is one of the main
reasons for the increasing destruction of the word. The latter no
longer comes and goes by means of the writing hand, the properly
acting hand, but by no means of the mechanical forces it releases.
The typewriter tears writing from the essential realm of the hand,
i.e., the realm of the word. The word itself turns into something
‘typed’. (81)

With this shift, according to Heidegger, a “transformation
occur[s] in the relation of Being to man” and the latter is “plunged
into an eminent oblivion of Being” (85-86).

We can see that both Donne and Heidegger treat writing by
hand as a kind of pure, transparent and unmediated act of ‘self’,
while the printing press (in the case of Donne) and the typewriter
(in the case of Heidegger) are treated as impure supplements in
the sense that the material embodiment of writing is completely
ignored. Writing in itself is revered as a pure human act. The
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belief in “the metaphysics of presence” blinds us to the presence
of mediation for the sake of something which, in its essential
purity, is supposed to be there prior to or beyond mediation. In
Paper Machine, Derrida castigates literary critics, scholars and
philosophers for thinking of writing as kind of pure or
unmediated poiesis. He writes that “it is not legitimate to contrast
writing by hand with ‘mechanical’ writing, like a pre-technological
craft as opposed to technology” (Derrida 20).

The invention of printing press should be understood within
the broader context of the Renaissance. The radical impact of
the printing press, which appeared around 1440, on the socio-
cultural practices and thinking of people is analyzed by Benedict
Anderson in Imagined Communities. Anderson argues that it paved
the way for the formation of nation-state and modern democracy
by arousing in people a sense of belonging through the emergence
of  national consciousness. The printing press brought with it a
new technology of textual production and distribution. It became
possible for the first time to generate multiple copies of the same
texts, that too in a very short period of time. In one of his
interviews, McLuhan comments at length on the significance of
printing for human culture:

Printing, remember, was the first mechanization of a complex
handicraft; by creating an analytic sequence of step-by-step
processes, it became the blue-print of all mechanization to follow.
The most important quality of print is its repeatability; it is a
visual statement that can be reproduced indefinitely, and
repeatability is the root of the mechanical principle that has
transformed the world since Gutenberg. Typography, by
producing the first uniformly repeatable commodity, also created
Henry Ford, the first assembly line and the first mass production.
Movable type was archetype and prototype for all subsequent
industrial development. Without phonetic literacy and the printing
press, modern industrialism would be impossible. It is necessary
to recognize literacy as typographic technology, shaping not only
production and marketing procedures but all other areas of life,
from education to city planning”. (Playboy Magazine)

In other words, we can say that with the rise of the printing
press, a radical re-configuring of the existing social, cultural,
political and economic fabric of society took place even as
processes of the evolution of new forms of political participation
and organization got under way.

Printing press also brought with it the effect of ‘freezing’ a
text, an idea, or a design, which could now be communicated
without change or disintegration from one place to another and
from one generation to another. A certain kind of fixity, a
temporary stabilization of text seemed to develop with printing,
which has surely influenced our notion of literature as something
permanent. According to Walter J. Ong, printing prioritized sight
over hearing. Printing press gave a new sense of private/public
space which emerged as the book facilitated a kind of personalized
‘reading’. Reading gradually became a personal vocation in the
privacy of one’s room, isolated from the collective. Ong also
argues that the idea of personal privacy, private ownership, and a
sense of closure associated with literary text can be related to the
advent of printing (117-138). Furthermore, as George Landow
argues, “Gutenberg’s invention produced what we today
understand as scholarship and criticism in the humanities” (18). In
the pre-printing era, the process of compilation of manuscripts
in the form of books was dispersed through the entire community
and, as such, was collective. It was a labourious activity, which
involved “raising, feeding, and then slaughtering of animals, the
manufacture of vellum from their skins, the mixing of inks from
organic and mineral sources which in turn had to be mined,
collected, or harvested” (Sawday 80). Printing brought this whole
process of textual production under the roof of a single ‘shop’.
The ‘shop’ came to signify a centralized space of production,
getting a group of people to come together and work with the
machine at the centre, a process that led to what Michel Foucault
has described as “the automatism of habit”  (Foucault 135).
Manuscript culture fostered new typographical schemas for the
organization of written script. Gradually, “[the] invention of
individual pages, chapters, paragraphing, and spaces between
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words” paved the way for a new kind of organization of script.
Subsequently, the book technology found “enhancement by
pagination, indices, and bibliographies” (Landow 21).

We can already see that the entire process in its mundane
materiality would shape our understandings of the practices of
writing and reading. Obviously, the role of technology in the
practices of writing is not marginal. In fact, literary writing has
occasionally even taken technology as its subject matter and
systematically considered the implications of specific technologies,
their impact on subjectivity and human relationships, and the socio-
cultural environment they shape. This is demonstrated as much
by Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, a nineteenth century classic, as by
the whole genre of twentieth century science fiction. Isaac Asimov
and Kingsley Amis are two of the best known science fiction
writers of the last century. And then there is William Gibson who
writer of cyberpunk, a science fiction genre that deals with “high
tech and low life” (Wikipedia). Gibson’s works Neuromancer (1984),
Pattern Recognition (2002), and The Difference Engine (1998, with Bruce
Sterling) deal with socio-cultural implications of the pervasiveness
of technologies of various kinds, in particular the computing and
communication technologies like virtual reality, cyberspace and
the internet. Nevertheless, literary analysis has conventionally
regarded a written text as self-evidently complete in itself and as
a transparent window on another world, that of meaning or idea.
The page, its shape, the method of reading it facilitates and its
logic, for example, were never taken into account. The book as a
material process and object was regarded only as a marginally
necessary medium for the text, with the real thing supposed to be
composed of words and meaning only, that is a meaningful
construct in language. Indeed, the lack of recognition of
mediation in the analysis of literary texts remained the hallmark
of literary scholarship right up to New Criticism.

Poststructuralism, however, endeavoured to radically question
the assumptions of liberal humanistic criticism. It helped us to
see the materiality of language and the way language structures
our perceptions of reality. Thinkers like Mikhail Bakhtin, Roland

Barthes, Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault started to question
the accepted understanding of literary artifacts.  Bakhtin’s studies
of ‘dialogism’ and the polysemous nature of the literary text,
Barthes’s “From Work to Text” and “The Death of the Author”,
Foucault’s essay “W hat is an Author?” and Derrida’s Of
Grammatology were among the boldest attempts to engage critically
with the dominant notions of literary textuality. These and other
thinkers reopened the question of the nature of literature. What
gets counted as ‘literary’? How does the materiality of language
affect literary writing? What role does language play in the
construction of a text? What is the relationship between author,
text and reader? What is the role of readers in the interpretation
of  a text? How is a particular text constructed socially, culturally,
politically and linguistically? In fact, the repercussions of such
fundamental rethinking were to be quite wide and unsuspected.
Liberal humanistic criticism had been based on a particular
understanding of the ‘human’. As post-structuralism was an
attempt to rethink the defining activities of the ‘human’, the very
idea of ‘the human’ too would undergo change.

A question which immediately comes to mind is: What is the
fate of literature in the age of these technologies, when the audio-
visual is becoming the predominant medium of all cultural and
artistic expression? What happened with the advent of the print
press may happen yet again with the growing uses of computers.
As cultural production and reproduction become digital, are we
likely to have ‘digital literature’ as the predominant material form
of literature in near future?

The discipline of literary studies cannot but engage with the
questions of materiality and technology. It needs to understand
better its own status in a technologically mediated world. Most
literary scholars still have reservations about technology. For them,
computers are merely digital machines, like calculators, the only
difference being that computers are faster and can do multi-tasking.
Most literary scholars still use computers only to send or receive
mails and to surf the web. They hardly consider these complex
machines as matrices of new media with immense potential for
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creative expression. But as Derrida says, “[T]he future can only
be anticipated in the form of an absolute danger.” The humanities
also need to think of their own future in terms of this danger.

Katherine Hayles forewarns, “Literature in the twenty-first
century will be computational.” Literature is undergoing a
mutation. Does this mean literature is nearing its death as we now
understand it? Are we ready to access this mutation critically?
What kind of writing practices will be adopted by writers of the
post-human age? Will they at all opt for literary writing in a
predominantly audio-visual world? On which medium will the
cyborgs of Donna Haraway write? These are some of the most
urgent questions that demand attention from the community of
literary scholars. It is only by addressing these questions that we
can build any substantial critical perspective upon the emerging
electronic/digital/new media writing practices.

Notes

1 The word ‘technology’ has always been very problematic. Heidegger’s
essay “The Questioning of Concerning Technology” is regarded as the
standard reference point to talk about the critique of technology in the
twentieth century. The word has its roots in the Greek word ‘techne’
which, according to Heidegger, was originally close to ‘poiesis’, and as
such was understood as craftsmanship, craft, or art. In other words, we
can say that there was no sharp distinction between ‘techne’ and ‘poiesis’;
there was an element of the ‘poetic’ even in the making of material tools,
instruments, devices etc. used for various practical purposes. It meant
‘bringing-forth’. In contemporary vocabulary, however the word
‘technology’ predominantly designates “material practices by which people
intervene in the natural world” (Sawday 1). It is only with the coming of
Industrial Revolution that the word ‘technology’ came to be associated
with “material and industrial arts”. My use of the term is based on post-
Renaissance understandings of the word ‘technology’. However, a more
detailed explication of the relationship between humans and technology
is provided by Jonathan Sawday in his excellent study The Renaissance
Culture and the Rise of Machine.
2 By ‘materiality’ I here mean, to use Katherine Hayles words, the emerging
“interactions between physical properties and a work’s artistic strategies”
(Hayles 33). Materiality is the emergent dynamic relationship between the

physicality of the medium, the artistic and signifying strategies employed
by the writer, and the reader. For more on the materiality of the medium
and its significance, see Katherine Hayles, Writing Machines (2002).
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I shall use the word ‘theorist’ rather than ‘philosopher’ because the ety-
mology of ‘theory’ gives me the connotation I want, and avoids some I
do not want. The people I shall be discussing do not think that there is
something called ‘wisdom’ in any sense of the term which Plato would
have recognised. So the term ‘lover of wisdom’ seems inappropriate. But
theoria suggests taking a view of a large stretch of territory from a consid-
erable distance, and this is just what the people I shall be discussing do.
They all specialise in standing back from, and taking a large view of, what
Heidegger called the ‘tradition of Western metaphysics’ – what I have
been calling the ‘Plato-Kant canon.’

-Richard Rorty

Literature, Multicultural Context
and Reading Praxis
Some Possibilities in the Indian Context

Anup Beniwal

The Context
To study literature without reference to life is to delve into
abstractions. Though the ‘aesthetics of abstraction’ has its value,
yet an over-emphasis on it tends to snap that vital connection that
imparts human significance to literature. Experiential, in fact, is
the most intimate means – empirical and emotional – to create,
imbibe and react to meanings and values inherent in any literary
text/context. As such the significance of the experiential, i.e., a
nuanced understanding of the acculturation and pedagogical
location and process, has an important bearing on the way one
approaches and understands literature. This problematic-insight
acquires an added significance within an inherently complex and
contradictory cultural location like India’s.

What is It Like Growing Up in a Comparative Ethos or the
Comparative Underbelly?

Historically, culturally, linguistically or even politically, India and
Indianness have predominantly been envisioned in terms of
‘comparatist ethos’. The very notion of unity and diversity, the very
plurality of languages and cultures that one is born and brought up
into, bequeaths an average Indian with a comparative perspective. It
becomes a necessary condition of one’s being and becoming in India.
More often than not, the experiential-existential obviousness of this
aspect of Indian persona has often been consciously projected as an
empirical truth and, as such, apotheosized as its secularizing core. As
a result the unconscious underbelly of this comparative ethos has
either been deliberately underplayed or conveniently neglected. And
this has not been without its pedagogical and literary consequences.

An average Indian is born into clichés and stereotypes of
comparisons and contrasts. There is a standard that he/she is



supposed to conform to, imitate or imbibe, or to differ from,
and each involves an inherent comparison. If employed with
sensitivity, the very exercise can lead to an expansion of the self
within a multicultural society. On a more mundane and less creative
level, in making sense of oneself vis-à-vis others, this comparative
perspective, both at micro and macro levels, influences one in
ways that may not be entirely desirable. In an uneven cultural and
economic domain like India’s this comparative underbelly makes
vulnerable the vital connection. It tends to (1) insulate; (2) alienate/
others; (3) hierarchize; and (4) create binaries.

Such an upbringing seldom builds bridges/interfaces, and if
it does – these being comparative – are almost always self-
conscious in nature.1

No doubt comparisons enrich life but, and more importantly,
in a politically and culturally contentious public sphere like India’s,
the comparative ethos has to be forged into a tool of making
connections. This is the moot question and needs to be addressed
urgently and earnestly in all its complexity. This paper proposes
to look at the literary-pedagogical aspect of this problem.

Problems with the ‘Elitist’ Comparative Perspective and its
Impact on Literary Studies in India

What works at the level of everyday life obviously permeates
our cultural institutions and in turn draws from them. As an
epistemological and acculturation site, the arena of language/
literature is no different. The way we are made to respond to
literature, canonise and in turn propagate it is invariably mediated
by the nature of our academic location. In itself this location is a
complex mix of our colonial and postcolonial heritage and has
an important bearing on our way of doing (English) literature.

Barring a few exceptions, a large many departments, or at
least the departments in which I have had initiation into (English)
Literature (and literary studies) reflect a poignant paradox that an
average educated Indian faces throughout in his/her comparatist
context, i.e., an awe-inspiring but nevertheless alienating and
hierachizing learning milieu.

To use an analogy, departments of English vis-à-vis those
of  other Indian languages, have, historically, tended to become
the metropolis of west-centric elitism. Embedded in colonial/
oriental complex they – seemingly encapsulating and espousing
liberal humanism and universalism – have turned into neo-status
centres of humane learning and universal citizenship trying hard
to transcend the muck of native particularities. The residues of
this imperial ambience await all, especially those coming from the
hinterland, as they enter the privileged portals of English
Department. 2

It was a literary ambience that exposed me to the virtues of
British and American literatures in such a manner that in the name
of universal-liberal credo insulated me from my roots, or at best
placed me in a snobbish relation to them. Here was a philosophy
of vasudeva kutambakam (the whole world is my family) in an ironic
display.  The literature was literature and a repository of universal/
aesthetic values only so long as it either was ‘baptised’ by the West
or came out good on the western canons (as propagated by Indian
academic intelligentsia). As a consequence, Indian English literature
was either thought to be derivative or at best secondary or a
special kind of literature to be treated condescendingly. And if
Indian English Literature, a poor cousin of English Literature-
Proper, was so treated then the fate of literatures in other Indian
languages is not very hard to imagine. It was a classic case of diye
tale andhera (literally, shadow beneath the lamp), where diya or
lamp of Englishness and its attendant culture so dazzled the elite
fraternity of English departments that they became virtually blind
to the Bhasa literatures/cultures surrounding them. Imitating them,
bhasa jingoism in turn marginalised folk orature.

The relationship that exists between English and Indian
literatures is akin to that of  the metropolis and the margins. It
emerges as a category to which the colonised is not only external
but whose exclusion is necessary for advancing its universality
and its sense of arbitrary equality and rights. Subject-hood, and
not citizenship, is the cornerstone of this imperial policy, as the
native is never considered adequate enough to be a citizen. In
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such an epistemic scenario, the native backlash was/is inevitable.
Being forever caught in the crossfire of comparative claims and
counter-claims, literature per se has suffered and the learner/reader
has been sadistically traumatised and splintered.

The Consequential Pros and Cons of Comparative Literary
Learning within the Indian Academic Context

The comparative literary praxis as it has usually been practised
has tended to reinforce hierarchical binaries and hence
epistemological and cultural inequalities. Primarily a function of
the power-praxis at work in a particular context, these hierarchies
and the attendant inequalities nevertheless get inscribed onto the
epistemological-cultural in many guises.  Its most ubiquitous form
is the existence of a gradation that automatically slots literature
according to its cultural-linguistic merit, a euphemism for political
hegemony. Any literary product that is English and ‘imported’
automatically comes at the top, then is the place of indigenous
English product. Hindi comes before the vernaculars and
vernaculars before the folk and the tribal. As such it is the location
and language rather than the merit that becomes an index of
literariness.

This literary scaling or grading mechanism is not without its
consequences. One of the most obvious, even if hypothetical,
consequences of this is the gradual alienation, insulation or
ghettoisation, or marginalization of less privileged or
underprivileged literatures. Yet another outcome of this, which in
fact is more evident today, is that tug of war of words wherein it
is the politics, and not the merit, of literature that becomes more
important. While pseudo universalism is the corollary of the first,
irresponsible, simplistic and ahistorical reading is the corollary of
the second.3 Both these literary/pedagogical positions many at times
result either in the elision of the particular/minority from literary
purview or a vindictive reading politics. This kind of reading,
located as it generally is outside the text/context, results in the
usurpation of creativity by the location of creativity and reading
by canon/theory.

It is however pertinent to clearly put into perspective the
intention and focus of the above critique. What is being critiqued
here is not the concept of comparative literature per se, but its
praxis that is still controlled by and embedded in colonial/counter-
colonial political-cultural ethos. It clearly calls for clearing ground
for re-conceptualization of comparative literary practices through:
(1) problematization of the concept of Literature per se; and (2)
validation of the possibilities for the insertion of the self-other within
a literary location, thereby expanding/negotiating the boundaries
of/within literature(s) – interdisciplinary or inter-literary – that
may induce in one the ethos and ethics of talking to and not
talking across/in opposition to the other.

India as a Political-Cultural Space and Its Attendant
‘Liter ary’ Imperatives

As a multicultural nation, India is a natural host to many
possible comparative-literary scenarios. Using Amiya Dev’s critical-
historical classification, some of these positions can be articulated
as under (Dev 2003: 23-33):

1. Literature in India can be envisioned in terms of Unity
in Diversity, a pluralist cultural mosaic constituted by diverse,
distinct but not disparate elements, and all subsumed within an
overarching l i terary framework, mostly provided by
mainstream/marga ethos. Though reflecting the federal character
of India as a nation, this position, however, also reflects/
replicates the hegemonizing and homogenising agenda inbuilt
into this position.

2. Literature in India can also be envisioned in terms of
commonalities and differences, i.e., Unity and Diversity – an a priori
location of many languages and literatures, with votaries of each
pitching either for the unity of Indian literatures or for a diversity
or distinctiveness of literatures in India. It is an either/or position.
Herein both the entities become exclusionary entities, charting
independent trajectories of understanding literature. Further the
debate whether Indian literature is a singular entity or a plural
forever remains open.
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3. Literature in India envisioned more pragmatically as an
‘inter-literary process’ coupled with a ‘dialectical view of literary
interaction’ within a multi-cultural context.

Amiya Dev’s postulation of literature as an inter-literary
process offers a far more inclusive view of Indian literary
environment. Being historical, it incorporates a more mature
reflection of India’s politico-cultural imperatives. It encapsulates
in it an awareness of critical and creative complementarity and
dialogue in the production and dissemination of literature and
thus offers a nuanced and inclusive approach to do literature within
a multicultural nation.

By transcending the limiting pulls of comparatist ethos it
paves a way for what can be called an interfacial reading para-
digm, a converging yet autonomous reading practice across po-
litical and cultural differentials. By simultaneously keeping intact
the locational perspective of the reader it at once empowers him/
her to share the cultural location of the text creatively. Instead of
foregrounding any reading as antagonistic or absolutist, interfa-
cial reading ushers in a process of reading texts in tandem, through
each other and not against each other. Interfacial reading practice
can thus become a source of great creative [and critical] oppor-
tunity within a multicultural context.

Working With the Interf acial Possibilities Within a
Multicultural Setting

Bhikhu Parekh postulates multiculturalism as a perspective
on human life. This perspective is composed of ‘creative interplay
of... three complementary insights, namely the cultural
embeddedness of human beings, the inescapability and desirability
of cultural diversity and intercultural dialogue, and the internal
plurality of each culture’ (Parekh 2000: 338). The lessons inherent
in Parekh’s multicultural perspective, even at the risk of plagiarism,
can be re-capitulated to suggest the possibilities inherent in
interfacial reading praxis.

The strategy of interface is to obviate the comparatist
paradigm that delimits an analysis within the established binaries.

The interfacial strategy instead complements, extends and
improvises each of the text under focus. It is especially effective
when the texts being read together contain inter-textual echoes.
Freed from the comparatist framework this intertextuality can
easily be evolved into a referential matrix that may act as an
analytical tool for this interfacial analysis.

Interfacial reading praxis is, thus, premised on the fact
that no literary text contains or represents the full truth of
human life; each text is embedded in a particular culture or
ideology and thus, at best, can represent only a particular vision
of good life which is necessarily narrow and partial. Since
multicultural societies represent interplay of different cultures,
they can not be theorised or managed from within any one of
them. As such they recognise the need for a dialogue – a
dialogue among texts, contexts and conclusions of readings
for mutual expansion of the cognitive self and not its
hegemonic subjugation by the other.

The continuing contestations and mutually regulating
influences inbuilt into a text or texts with a similar subject matter/
focus – when taken together and read through each other, help
the reader avert the pulls of hegemony.  To remould Parekh’s
observation in the present context, each doctrine/text carries a
bit of the others within it, and is as a result internally diverse,
weakly centred and possesses the moral and emotional resources
to understand and even respect the others. This insight should be
used as an ethical pivot for an act of reading.

This understanding and approach to literary texts may lead
to mutual fusion of ideas and sensibilities and would enhance the
scope for an inclusive cultural vocabulary, ‘no doubt varied and
messy but for that very reason capable of providing a common
framework of a reading discourse’ (388).

The Interfacial Reading Praxis: Some Positives
1. Herein both the text and its reading, instead of being

appropriatory or antagonistic become ethically responsible and
empowering acts. And as Ledbetter posits, “An ethic of writing
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is to discover and make heard silenced voices; an ethic of reading
is to hear those voices” (Ledbetter, Mark 1996: 1).

2. It is a reading practice that is cognizant of the fact that
“No text, no human story . . .  is without victims” (Ledbetter 1-
2). And as Ledbetter suggest, such a reading resists the stories of
the powerful acquiring meta-narrativity at the cost of the margins.
At the same time, though empathising with the margins, it does
not pitch their stories in antagonistic opposition to the mainstream.
In fact, it dissolves these binary and hierarchical reading dynamics
and in their place ushers in the concept of critical complementarity.
It is a mutually regenerative reading.4

3. It is a reading where it is aesthetics and thematic of
literature, and not its language or politics, that take precedence.

4. Interfacial reading shuns the idea of correct, right or
unilateral reading, and it also cautions against playful readings,
“to be playful is to practice politics and ethics . . . As politics . . .
narratives always run the risk of suggesting that there is only the
story to tell, an exercise in objectivity that denies difference in
people, their places, needs, histories and futures” (Ricoeur quoted
in Ledbetter: 5). Paul Ricoeur calls such reading/writing of text
the first naiveté. Yet an ethic of reading and writing calls for what
Ricoeur calls the second naiveté. It suggests that there is not “the”
story to tell, but rather a multitude of stories, within a seemingly
singular narrative, myriad voices wishing to be heard, though
silenced by the convenience of larger narrative, a master plot that
is neat, seductively ideal, but whose construct is in the hands of
the privileged and the powerful and whose imposition is necessary
to maintain and perpetuate that privilege and power (5).

5. Interfacial reading thus inheres in resurrecting for one the
voices either lost in the narrative or marginalized by it. Instead of
the obvious, surface, conventional and unilateral or one-
dimensional reading, interfacial reading methods call for
reorientation/r e-sensitization of our reading practices. Instead of
prioritising canons and cultures that inevitably creates silenced
voices, interfacial methods reorient the attention of the reader to
“questions such as ‘how many voices can be heard?’ and ‘by what

means, methodologically, can we hear that?’. . . The issue has very
strong pedagogical dimension. We have become so consumed
with teaching students what to read, but we have neglected teaching
students how to read” (Ledbetter: 6-7). Further the interfacial
reading frees reading from “the language of cannon, of measure,
as though all texts can be held in judgement by another. Instead it
is a plea for all texts to be held raptly in conversation with each
other” (7).

Possible Case Studies: Interfacial Reading in Practice
One of the problems that tend to limit the scope of com-

parative studies lies in its inbuilt hierarchical, binary, even opposi-
tional analytic frame it has conventionally brought to bear on its
subject matter.

Interfacial readings, on the other hand, open texts, authors
and even the extant readings of the two (authors and texts) –
both intra and inter language/culture/nation – to the possibility
of conversational or complementary reading, i.e., reading not as
an imposition of meaning or as an opposition to meaning but as
a dialectical/contextual activity, at various levels and in various
permutations and combinations. Some of these possibilities –
within the Indian literary space – are outlined below.

Inter-text Interfacial Reading:
A. Simultaneous reading of two texts originating from the

same raw material but narrated across genres. For example,
interfacial reading of ‘Jhansi Ki Rani’ (Chauhan: from website
4to40.com ), a narrative poem in Hindi, The Queen of Jhansi (Devi
2003), a biographical fiction by Mahasweta Devi, originally written
in Bengali and  later translated into English and Jhansi Ki Rani
(Varma 2006), a  historical novel in Hindi.

Both Subhadra Kumari Chauhan and Vrindavan Lal Varma
in their works re-present Lakshmibai as an anti-colonial national
icon. But their nationalist credo is blatantly chauvinistic. In their
works the queen of Jhansi derives her heroism and legitimises her
public persona in masculine terms. Mahasweta Devi also re-writes
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Lakshmi Bai very much within the nationalist frame, but her
subaltern credo, redeems this nationalism from masculinity.
Consequently Mahasweta Devi’s Lakshmi Bai is intensely female.
As gendered subject, she is a subaltern re-written or re-visited. While
in Varma and Chauhan the portrayal of the queen reinforces the
credo of heroic nationalism through the sedimentation and extension
of  militant mythologies, Mahasweta Devi’s enters her subject
through Bundelkhandi folklores but reconstructs it via empirical
historiography. The difference in these narrative approaches
however, does not mean that one reading is right and the other
wrong, or that one is fictional/false and the other factual/true.
Both the readings are equally valid and persuasive within their
respective ideological/narrative frames. If  read together with this
interfacial mindset, all these varied readings coalesce together not
only to enrich our understanding of the queen’s historical persona
but makes us aware of the contestations, complexities and
contradictions that surround the construction of history/knowledge.

B. Reading two texts originating from a common historical
pool but with contending prioritization of the focus across
ideological and locational fault-lines. For example, an interfacial
reading of ‘Jhansi Ki Rani’ a ‘swarna-nationalist-poetic rendering
of the ‘historical-have’ by Subhadra Kumari Chauhan, and ‘Jhalkari
Bai’ ( Sainik 2002: 11), a dalit poetic narrative of  queen’s comrade
in the revolt but nevertheless a ‘have not’ of  mainstream history.

At one level this reading can bring in a synthesis of protest
and imitation. As such it could usher in a simultaneous blend of
‘protest’ and ‘reconciliation.’ But this reading is premised on an
aware distinction between imitation and imposition. The language
of imitation may provoke reactions [ideological/nationalist] but
it does not necessarily mean subjugation per se. As such an interfacial
reading of the two prises open for the reader the inclusive nature
of  the freedom struggle of 1857.

C. Reading Amar Balidani Jhalkari Bai (Sainik 2002) in
conjunction with Veerangana Jhalkari Bai (Naimisharay 2003). Both
of these texts are fictional renderings of a dalit woman, Jhalkari
Bai, in the context of  India’s first war of Independence in 1857.

While the former is an upper caste rendering and the latter is
a dalit reconstruction of Jhalakari Bai, both are cast in nationalist
and not class or caste mould. As such an interfacial reading of the
two opens up a possibility of converging interpretive praxis that
cuts across patronizing representation and empathising self-
presentation of dalit lives within the domain of literature.

D. Reading Veernagna Jhalkari Bai or Amar Balidani Jhalkari
Bai as an extension/ or another facet of Vrindavanlal Varma’s
Jhansi Ki Rani or Mahasweta Devi’s The Queen of Jhansi.

The Queen of Jhansi and Veerangana Jhalkari Bai – the first a
Bengali text in English translation, and the second a Hindi text –
if approached from the above charted reading perspective would
not only complement, extend and improvise on each other  but
would help discover  new meanings by  transcending the delimit-
ing binaries inherent in the  comparatist paradigm.

The Queen of Jhansi and Veerangana Jhalkari Bai narrate the
life-history of two iconoclasts (and are also written by two liter-
ary iconoclasts), focus on the same period but with characters –
Jhalkari Bai and Rani Lakshmi Bai of Jhansi –  who belonged  to
two different castes/classes. However, they focus on these char-
acters in a way that each complements the other when put in an
interfacial reading paradigm. Studying them together, against this
understanding, helps one arrive at an inclusive reading praxis –
that is imperative for maintaining the multiculturalism of India
that inheres in the mantra of its constituent castes/classes being
different but equal.

The protagonist of each of these works is a historical figure,
purportedly negotiating the same historical reality from two dia-
metrically opposite locations. Veerangna Jhalkari Bai by Mohandas
Naimisharay illustrates an act of inserting oneself (Naimisharay
being a self-avowed dalit writer) in the text one creates and the
context out of which it emerges. But this insertion is in no way in
opposition to or outside the mainstream history. In problematizing
the historical givens, the text in fact expands the scope of the
mainstream historiography. Naimisharay affects this imaginative
and creative expansion through a critical and complimentary in-
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sertion of the margin in the persona of Jhalkari Bai (as a foil to
Lakshmi Bai) within the narrative of 1857.

Naimisharay’s Jhalkari Bai thus supplements the privileged
narrative of Jhansi Ki Rani by inserting in it the dalit voice. In
this text the ‘critique’ of the ‘grand narrative’ comes in handy to
question the single narrative of the nation. It also humanises the
legendary and glorifies the common – without taking recourse
to the prevalent ‘romantic tradition’. It rather privileges both
the unwritten/unarticulated and the folk but by drawing upon
oral traditions. Instead of creating oppositional discourse, it – a
minority history – offers a democratic expansion of history. It
is a struggle for inclusion and representation that is characteristic
of liberal and representative but multicultural democracy

Intr a-Text Interfacial Reading:
A. Reading Amar Balidani Jhalkari Bai or Veerangna Jhalkari

Bai as a text where queen of Jhansi and Jhalkaribai are envisioned
as each other’s alter-egos, one approximating the other and
inhabiting similar spaces.

An interfacial reading of the above texts offers various
permutations and combinations of reading and in the process
helps one realise that the:

1. Subaltern is not a monolith, a flat stratified construct,
without its inner dissensions and tensions. These tensions, in fact,
extend the discourse of the subaltern.

2. Reading in itself becomes a kind of debate in which the
two ‘contrary’ facets of the same ‘text’ get represented/presented/
discussed with much care and sympathy.

Interfacial praxis thus emerges as a reading strategy in which
texts are read with each other as a set of intersecting relationships
which are dialogically and continually evolving. It helps approach
literature as an ever-evolving continuum, which while keeping the
location of the reader in mind helps expand the meaning of the
text – and hence the interrelatedness of the context – without
compromising on the merit of the literary aesthetics or the identity
of  the reader.

This reading practice also helps in the creation of what is
called differentiated reading citizenship wherein: (a) each reading
individual/community has the right to be culturally different and
preserve his/her community identity, and (b) those communities
that have for long been victims of dominant canonical/
epistemological marginalisation can compete on equal terms with
the rest of the society. Consequently reading/writing becomes an
act of discovery and expansion of the self/other or a self-regenerative
creative/critical act.

In The Argumentative Indian, Amartya Sen offers yet another
take on the efficacy of intra-text interfacial reading/writing,
particularly in the context of the mythical/classical Indian texts.
These texts which mainly consist of heterogeneous tales woven
around the Principal Story are engagingly full of dialogues,
dilemmas and alternative perspective within the same frame: “We
encounter masses of arguments and counter arguments spread
over incessant debates and disputations” (Sen 2005: 5). He goes
on to argue:

These arguments are quite substantive in themselves. For example
Bhagavad-Gita – a small section of Mahabharata – presents a tussle
between two contrarymoral positions – Krishna’s emphasis on
doing one’s duty on one side andArjuna’s focus on avoiding bad
consequences (and generating good ones) on theother.

Krishna’s hallowing of demands of duty wins the argument,
at least when seen from religious perspective. His moral position
has also been endorsed by philosophical and literary treatises.  T.
S. Eliot in Four Quartets summarised Krishna’s view in the form
of  an admonishment: “And do you think of the fruits of action.
Fare forward.” He says: “Not fare well, / But fare forward,
voyagers.”

And as yet, as a debate in which there are two reasonable
sides, the epic Mahabharata itself presents, sequentially, each of
the two contrary arguments with much care and sympathy. Indeed
the tragic desolation that post war-combat and post-carnage-land
seems to face towards the end of the Epic can be seen as the
vindication of Arjuna’s profound doubts. Arjuna’s contrary
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arguments are not really vanquished, no matter what the message
of Bhagavad-Gita is meant to be. There remains a powerful case
for ‘faring well’ and not just ‘forward’.

It is important to take on board Arjuna’s consequential
analysis, in addition to considering Krishna’s argument for doing
one’s duty. The univocal  message of Gita requires supplementation
by the broader argumentative wisdom of Mahabharata  of which
Gita is only a small part.

We have to take note not only of the opinion that won – or
allegedly won– in the debates, but also the other points of views
that were presented and arerecorded or remembered. A
defeated argument that refuses to be obliterated canremain
very alive (5-7).

Translation as an Interfacial Reading Ethos
Translation as a creative-critical recreation of the original text

into another language offers yet another possibility/facet of
interfacial literary reading/writing. It can, with patience and sensitivity,
be forged into a complete/composite creative/critical package
wherein translation becomes an act of talking back to the original
so as to etch out what is being translated with care and sympathy.
Approached this way translation becomes   symbiotic and dialogic
negotiation between the target and the original.

As an interfacial practice, translation can become an
empathising act, where the meanings are contextualised without
equivalences. Thus while being honest and committed to the
original, it nevertheless becomes an act of creative re-writing that
subtly impinges on the notion of original and correct reading. As
an interfacial activity “translation . . .  enables a text to continue
life in another context, and the translated text becomes an original
by virtue of its continued existence in that new context” (Bassnett
1993: 151).

(Un)Winding the Argument
To sum up, Indian plurality inheres in its comparative but

compatible and, even more significantly, complementary cultural

modes. Any cultural production – be it literature, cinema, or art –
on closer examination bears witness to this fact. If the premise is
tenable, it can be used as an empowering and equivocal or egali-
tarian/symbiotic reading practice with a potential to usher in an
enabling critical perspective to approach and comprehend litera-
ture. In such an interfacial convergence and critique of diverse
literary productions, each participating text complements and
enhances the potential of the other, thus enriching one another by
mutual reflection and refraction. Such a study will not only broaden
the critical scope of the works read against, in tandem, along and
through each other, but would also be an improvement over the
comparatist paradigm as we understand and deploy it. The inter-
textual echoes, gleaned through this reading, would cut across
and foreground each other, for each text would act as an analytic
and contextual reference for the other.

Notes

1. As a boy from a village selected to study in a public school in
India, I distinctly remember the ambivalence that the learning of English
had put me in vis-à-vis my surroundings. In school, not being acquainted
with ‘proper’ English, I would respond to questions such as “what is
your name?” in literal/written form of English such as ‘Sir, my name is
Anup Beniwal’, taught by my teacher in the village school, instead of just
‘Anup’ and, as a consequence, would become an exotic exhibit for the
entertainment of all standing nearby. They would ask me this or some
such question repeatedly and I would answer in the same way, each time
provoking an ironic mirth that invariably pinned me to the hinterland of
Indian civilization. But this process also worked in reverse. Whenever I
would come back home (i.e., to my village) during vacation, because of
my special status as an ‘English medium public school student’, I would
be presented to the villagers as an emblem of the family’s status. My
uncle, who never went to school, would gather all my cousins around and
ask me to demonstrate my English before them. In that moment of self-
importance whatever I spoke would be received with a mix of jealousy
and awe by my cousins. As I grew up I came to realize that English – as I
did it then – was not merely a medium of communication or sharing;
rather it was doing something else too, something more than mere lan-
guage to/for me in my comparative environment. While in the school it
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made me feel inferior to my classmates, in my village it made me feel
superior. It hindered connections and created relational hierarchies. I was
using English not as English but as a power-filled practice that had a
bearing on my upbringing within the exigencies of the Indian milieu.

2.  The notional opposition inherent in India-Bharat binary offers
an interesting framework to understand India’s socio-cultural and eco-
nomic evolution after independence. Comparatively speaking, it encapsu-
lates an idea that two Indias exist side by side in hierarchized proximity
within one geographical boundary. While the one (denoted as India) wal-
lows in west-centric elitism and enjoys all power, prestige and develop-
mental perks, the other (Bharat, a Hindi/Hindu (?) rendering of India) is
essentially indigenous and nativist in ethos and feels marginalized within
what it terms as India.  Arraigning each against the other, this binary
conceptualization of India ironically erases or ignores the existence of
that mute majority that comprises tribal and dalits and whose culture
does not fit or refuses to fit within this binary.

3.  The way the well-known sonnet ‘To Autumn’ by Keats is taught
furnishes an appropriate example regarding this anomaly.  Apotheosized
as an aesthetic master-piece of the British Romanticism, the teachers in
India usually go gaga over its universal beauty and relevance.  Being a
product of similar teaching ethos, I also tried to enlighten my students
(in a rural college) about the beauty and truth of this masterpiece. But I
was in for a cognitive shock. At the end of the lecture, one of my students
got up to confront my interpretation of the poem. He said, ‘Sir, the
image of contented farmer in the poem does not convince me. I belong
to a family of farm labourers, and I know how painful it is to walk
barefoot on the stubble after the crop has been harvested’. His interven-
tion had merit and it did jolt my smug way of doing English/British
Literature in India. We as teachers should insert our experiences within
the so-called universal context of English literature. It would undoubt-
edly help us in problematizing our teaching context/ teaching material,
and prevent us from imparting education mechanically.

4. The erasure from the master plot can be responded to either by re-
insertion of one’s story within it or by re-visioning the master plot itself.
In both cases, these corrective measures may lead to an establishment of
a counter master plot, a tooth for tooth vindictiveness. Yet another posi-
tion can be in going beyond the re-establishment of another master plot.
It implies discovering a story within the master plot that stands over
against it. It calls for, what Adrienne Rich calls, “the act of looking back,
of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical
direction” (quoted in Ledbetter 3).
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The Specificity of Sikh Memory
A Response to Rajesh Kumar Sharma’s Review of
The Sikh Memory

Kehar Singh

The Sikh Memory by Gurbhagat Singh and Deepinderjeet
Randhawa is a book of a new genre. It falls in the larger class of
cultural studies but with a new approach. This approach is rooted
in the response of small cultures to the hegemonising narratives
in the 20th Century. According to the authors “cultural memory .
. . has been accepted as a new way of remembering and distinctly
organizing knowledge” and “remembering is no longer
historiographic documentation or synchronic/diachronic retrieval.
It is rather a heterological retrieval. That is multimediated by signs,
myths, rituals, context and the others” (105). The authors believe
that “for the evaluation of this specific knowledge and instruments
all pre-existing and historically conditioned paradigms/frameworks
have become inadequate.” The disciplines like history, archaeology,
anthropology, psychopathology, literature etc. are not free from
linearity. In them face of the Other and the structure of events
are frozen whereas cultural memory is unstable and acutely sensitive
to the here and now.  It  edits and selects according to the context.”

Cultural Memory is a concept with somewhat different
connotation from common consciousness of a people even
though both have been used interchangeably at times in the book.
Cultural memory has been defined as “neuro-cognitive capability
of a collective that its members share to bring back to their
minds/narrat ive/context,  the past experiences for
predetermination” (19). Common consciousness becomes a
cultural memory when it becomes “a non-volitional reflex” of
a collective.  So cultural memory in operation is cultural reflex.
This reflex is somewhat different from the behaviouristic
stimulus-response process. It is always in a flux and interactive,
has “vain-intensities”, emerges from “historical dwellings”, . . .
and remains “short of structure with elaborate specific features”.

Cultural memory of a collective is a meta memory  which
influences the memory of its members. However, it has “a very
special characteristic which distinguishes it from individual
memory. Cultural memory is largely liberative and semantic
whereas individual memory is predominantly episodic.”

Applying the perspective of cultural memory as a new
approach Gurbhagat Sigh has very ably delineated the main
tendencies of Sikh Memory and its specificity in the second, third
and  fourth chapters of the book. The defining features of this
specificity take shape from the parasign of EK ONKÂR in its
excess and the model for remembering a tragic episode given by
Guru Nanak in Bâbarvâni. According to Gurbhagat Singh, EK
ONKÂR is vismadic (wondorous) and hence not restricted to one
signified. This sign of excess is full of immensity and wonder
“inspiring the burst of song”, whereas the metasigns of Brahama,
Shunya and Allâh according to Gurbhagat Singh are totalitive  and
uni-centred. The qualitative difference is that whereas Brahma,
Shunya and Allâh organize memory in one heremeneutic that is
reductive and uni-perspectival the sign in Japu (Ek Onkâr) is open
(43). While elaborating the specific character of Bâbarvâni its semantic
character has been emphasised. It is the enlightening articulation of
the traumatic episode. This rememberance is “knowledgeful and
action oriented toward futuristic growth while being-in-the-universe
of  variety, song and beauty” (70). According to Deepinderjeet, the
specificity of the Sikh cultural memory comes from the ability to
negotiate its identity and openness to mediation by the heterogeneity
of the other” (108). She further says that remembering through a
new language, that is Punjabi, further strengthens this specificity
(109). These specificities give Sikh memory a “minimal and
recognizable” substance, a centre. But this centre has “a limited
capacity because it is also decentered” (29). In addition collective
historical experience and social and political encounters with the
others also shape the memory. When these contextual contents
change, the way of remembering gets affected.

Gurbhagat Singh is a postmodernist and believes in the
sanctity of multifaceted and differentiated existence. Without the
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existence of other or others life will be colourless and prosaic.
This is also an argument for free blossoming of all cultures, big
and small and a plural society and polity. So far so good.

But his comparative hermeneutics of religions is problematic.
We may agree with his understanding of hegemonic nature of
Hindu and Muslim culture, but this does not necessarily emanate
from oneness of abstract God. It may, however, be rooted in
the viewpoint about phenomenal existence and its relationship
with God. Phenomenal existence may reflect and manifest God
but it does not embody God. Theorizing  Sikh memory on the
basis of selected attributes which come out of God’s relationship
with creation will be problematic. An altogether opposite and
contradictory but logically valid viewpoint may be deduced from
another set of attributes. Similarly, vismâd is a state of consciousness
of  a religious   practitioner and not an attribute of God. Wonder-
struck is a believer experiencing the immensity, variety and
symphony of the creation not its Creator. Mûl Mantar is an
authoritative Sikh statement of the nature of the Divine which no
hermeneutic should lose sight of.  If  Hindu and Muslim cultures
were hegemonic it was due to there memory being transcendental
and non-negotiatory. Guru Nanak teaches them both to
comprehend others as co-partners and co-creators of a reality
equally blessed by God. However, Gurbhagat Singh may be right
in establishing a logical relationship between the vismâdic attributes
of  God and the acephalic nature of Sikh memory. Even altruism
in Sikhism is for ûmâh-blissful enthusiasm or inspiration rather
than for any material or Kârmic reward.

Another point to ponder in his elaboration of Sikh Memory
is that of its centre which is simultaneously decentred. Since a
cultural memory is always in a flux its specifity will also remain
pressured and challenged. Mutiple beliefs, groups and classes within
cultural memory and the pressures of globalization, capitalism,
technology and the electronic media have ruptured the organic
remembering. Despite all this Gurbhagat Singh thinks that Sikh
memory “has not essentially relented”. His optimistic view is
laudable but far removed from the social and political praxis.  Or

is he suggesting that the specificity of Sikh memory remains
dormant in normal circumstances and comes into true form only
in challenging situations?

Gurbhagat Singh, while elaborating the characteristics of
collective memory, does not draw a clear conceptual line between
it and individual memory. This has annoyed Rajesh Sharma no
end. He goes to the extent of accusing the author of a “mythical
passage . . . secretly laid in the form of the notion of the organic
community . . . .” He further says that “the tendency to make
unfounded assertions conceals and therefore exposes the fragile
and untested assumptions on which Gurbhagat’s project stands
and founders”. According to Sharma, Gurbhagat Singh is doing
all this to cover up his intentions because of “the exigencies and
protocol of current academic and political discourse” and that
Gurbhagat’s project logically ends up in cultural racism, a new
form of abominable and disreputed Fascism and Nazism. To
me this is extremely damning interpretation of the text. Even
though reader-centric signification of the text is admissible but
when it militates against the main argument and express ideological
position it becomes unacceptable. The thrust of the whole
argument of Gurbhagat is against any thought, practice or
narrative which is unitive and uniperspectival. If he privileges Sikh
memory over other memories it is because he thinks it to be
open and multipersipectival.

Sharma’s critique of the text is deduced from the author’s
allegedly genetic and biological characterization of cultural
memory. Gurbhagat Singh does use the word “genetic cultures”
but not in the sense of genetic and biological transmission of
culture. It is the shared contexuality, common geo-historical
dwelling in which the individual and collective memories of these
individuals are embedded and take shape. For example read his
statement on page 26 of the book: “Verbal relationships in any
language are contextualized not only in the creative text but also
in its genetic culture.” If, according to Gubhagat Singh, collective
memory is mediated by the sub-regions of the frontal lobes, that
is brain of the individual members, and it is acquired through
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“certain volatile experiences” (19) by the members of a collective,
it can be anything but genetic in the sense Sharma construes it.

Sharma may be right in finding fault with Gurbhagat Singh’s
hermeneutics of Hinduism, Budhism and Islam. I am not qualified
enough to make an observation on the central theological concepts
of  these great religions. Nevertheless, at the historical moment of
the origin of Sikhism the operative sentiment amongst the Hindus
was apprehensive of Muslim onslaught. Instead of a creative
response by opening up its caste stratification it preferred to remain
in the bonds of its old traditions. As a result it could not free itself
from social and religious inequality and remained incapacitated to
face the challenge. However, if there was any necessary linkage
between the meta sign of Brahma and caste divisions in Hindu
society, the same has not been spelled out by Gurbhagat Singh.
Similarly, Islam’s proselytizing zeal may be rooted not in the metasign
of Allâh but the Muslim belief in the superiority of their faith over
others and its forceful expansion as their religious duty.

Sharma rightly points out that slippage from religion to culture
may have serious conceptual implications. Hindu traditional
response to the onslaught and Muslim belief are cultural notions,
not theological. It would have been more appropriate if
Gurbhagat Singh had based his analysis on these cultural memories,
in the analytical framework he has adopted in this book. Similarly,
in Sikh Memory the focus should have been on those myths,
dreams, lore and beliefs which, though originated from Sikh
theology, constituted its specificity only after being mediated by
its multi-dimensional contextuality. For example, the common
cultural beliefs which provided life, vitality and direction to Sikh
Memory were: Sikh path separated from the Hindu and Muslim
way of life (Teesar Panth); Guru Nanak being peer to Muslims
and guru to Hindus; All gurus embodied and manifested the joti
of Guru Nanak; life of honest labour lived in a family as the best
way of life; the spiritually awakened have social obligations also;
Miri-Piri; neither fear nor frighten;  the Sikh collectivity (panth)
embodies the guru’s spirit and is enjoined upon to fulfill the guru’s
mission; Khalsa Panth is destined to be victorious; ever buoyant

spirit; Khalsa shall rule, etc. These elements have been active in
Sikh history as passions to freely articulate their collective goals
and devise ways and means to ever remain free from hegemonic
controls. This is however not to suggest that they have always
been equally shared and uniformally understood by all the Sikhs.
Their articulation and dynamics have been changing with changing
contexts and the nature of the encounter with other/s.

Sharma finds Gurbhagat Singh ‘s discourse to be full of
contradictory stuff and arbitrary in the act of choosing or rejecting
the continuities/ruptures. And he says that his “formidable jargon”,
“pseudo-prophetic utterances and intellectual acrobatics” fail to cover
up misappropriation of certain (post-structuralist) terms. Here again
I f ind Sharma’s critique to be misplaced. Gurbhagat knows fully well
the term ‘difference’ and the sense in which Derrida  uses it -that
meaning is disseminated in the text and in the absence of any
transcendental signified  the play of ‘difference’ may give contradictory
significations. According to Gurbhagat Singh, Derrida uses this
approach to undermine the rationalism of Enlightenment
philosophers who were the founders of Modernism. Derrida’s
“dememorization” is demolition of all assumptions and conclusions
of Modernism which were unitive, being-based and logocentric, and
it makes them open to different significations. This dememorization
is to be understood in the context of traumatic encounter of the
Jewish philosophers like Horkheimer, Adorno and Derrida with
Hitler’s Nazism. We must keep in mind the use of ‘difference’ as an
analytical category and as a specificity of cultural perspectives. Here
dememorization does not mean negation of cultural memory per se
but decoding and deconstruction of a hegemonic perspective. Cultural
memory of a traumatic episode may be hegemonised/defeated/
radically self-assertive/transcending/co-existential according to the
consciousness that accompanies it (37).  Now if the presence of
cultural memory has never been denied by Gurbhagat Singh or
Derrida, where is the question of its reappropriation?  Similarly, some
of  the other objections raised by Sharma can be explained if the
terms and statements are understood in the context in which they
have been used.
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Sharma’s another objection is that in Gurbhagat Singh’s
exposition “. . . memory, or tradition, has only internal continuity;
externally, it is separated from everything else by ruptural violence
. . . and exists in a vacuum”.  I will quote two small relevant
extracts from the text and leave it to the reader to agree or disagree
with Sharma’s observation:

While retaining its difference, the cultural reflex (memory)
also remains in flux in the dynamic praxis or interacting with the
rising historical situations in which contradictions and
confrontations are imperative” (22).

The cultural reflex of those collectivities whose practices are
‘non-productive’ (in Battaille’s sense) and un-usurous, cannot be
civilisational as they also exercise ruptural violence. The passion
for honour, distinction, grandeur, self-protection form and
energize this relex” (23).

The root cause of Sharma’s “allergies” and his feeling of
being “distressed and too dehydrated” with Gurbhagat Singh’s
narrative is the difference of conceptual frameworks of the two.
Postmodern framework of Gurbhagat Singh according to Dr.
Sharma is marred by certain “depthlessness” and “drifting islands
of  the post-1960 western theory”. But Gurbhagat Singh’s attempt
at breaking a new path may yield some new insights instead
of ”’witch’s brew” if  one is broadminded enough to appreciate a
different perspective.

*

Book Reviews

Shikargah (a novel in Punjabi)
By Surinder Neer
Published by Chetna Parkashan, Ludhiana, 2010
Price: Rs. 300

Rajesh Kumar Sharma

Surinder Neer’s maiden novel Shikargah shows she is a gifted
story-teller. I choose the word ‘gifted’ to indicate her ability to tell
her story engagingly and without straining herself. Besides, she
has a profuse invention: she does not run out of absorbing situ-
ations and manages to sustain the reader’s interest in most of
them.  She has as much strength to dwell on sorrow and death as
the sensibility to register the magic of everyday life. Dying and
loneliness do not scare her, which is no small virtue in a writer in
these days of profit-driven cultural production.

Romantic situations are not her forte: the conversations be-
tween lovers are generally stilted and unexciting, and the colours
of passion are faint and borrowed.  But she is at her best in
handling encounters across the generations, even when these take
place only in memory. Among the most memorable of her char-
acters are the lonely figures struggling to hold the moldering ru-
ins of memories. Relying on their power and human vulnerabil-
ity, she weaves a tragic epic, albeit somewhat unconsummated,
of human relationships blighted by ‘all too human’ considerations
such as those of politics and religion.

Neer could have been more attentive to the tempo of the
novel in its totality. The earlier part is over-paced: a good deal
happens, without being allowed to sink in and find its space in
the text. There are moments when the narrative demands to enter
stillness, to turn inward and step into reflection. But these mo-
ments are squandered in the writer’s race to reach the next post.

This, however, probably suggests that Neer stands on the
edge of another order of artistic reality. She has to listen to the
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story her story-telling tells. If  she knocks, the doors may open.
And  yet, she may just never knock. Many do not, only to wither
and fade away on the threshold, unaware where they happen to
be standing. For example, the hasty and somewhat evasive treat-
ment of sexuality, class and war points to the political uncon-
scious of the novel’s text which could have been unconcealed in
its concealment with some more art. Instead of touching sexual-
ity (including lesbianism) and running away horrified, she could
have allowed her ambivalence to work itself into the texture of
the novel. Likewise when class forces itself into the landscape of
the text, she tries to pull a cover over it with the promptness of
an embarrassed housewife:

Muslim men and women worked day and night in the fields. The
landownership of the Sikhs depended on these Muslim wage-
earners....

... ... ...

So these diktats did not work and the cultural and economic sharing
between Sikhs and Muslims continued the way it had been going on
for centuries.
Similarly, when it comes to dealing war, Neer is in an

unwriterly haste. The Kargil episode is disposed of in less than
two pages. In fact, she writes more than once that no one knew
how this all (political turmoil and violence) had come to happen.
The novel would have been better if she had tried to figure this
out and not evaded an encounter with history.

With a kind of run-of-the-mill treatment of some ‘sequences’,
the novel as a fictional artifact appears to have succumbed to the
cinematic spectacle: a point of contact between the fictional and
the cinematic which could have been turned to better creative
advantage by bringing out the simulated nature of reality itself in
these times. Who says life isn’t filmy at all these days? Why shouldn’t
fiction, too, be such then? But yes, on its own terms – consciously,
artistically, politically.

Neer has earned the gratitude of lovers of Punjabi fiction
by extending its canvas in terms of both its thematic-political

concerns and its language. Kashmir and Kashmiri deserve a greater
presence on the Punjabi literary scene. If she has not been able
to do greater justice to the long, complex and rich history of
her subject matter, the fault lies equally with the Punjabi aca-
demic culture. How adequate is Punjabi language in resources
on Kashmir? We cannot reasonably expect the writers to read in
all languages except ‘our own’ yet write in no language except
‘our own’.

*

Identity Politics in Jammu and Kashmir
Edited by Rekha Chowdhary
Published by Vitasta Publishing Pvt. Ltd, New Delhi, 2010
Pages: X+470
Price not stated

M. L. Raina

For starters let us consider the following statements on identity
offered at various times by different people. The first occurs in
Samuel Beckett’s Watt: “For all the good  that frequent departures
from Ireland had done him, he might just as well have stayed
there.” The second is by the first Duke of Wellington. Asked
what his identity was, he curtly replied, “Sir, one is not an ass
because one is born in a  stable”. The third is offered in an
apocryphal Kashmiri anecdote  by Dilbhar Bharat which bears
repetition: A man had a Sarwa tree in his front yard and people
began to call him Shambu Nath  Sarwa. Angry at the insinuation
he pulled it down to its bare trunk and people called him
Shambu, the trunk. He removed the trunk and was left with a
crater and duly became Shambu the crater. Peeved again, he
filled up the crater and created a mound. He instantly became
Shambu the mound. He levelled the mound in disgust and was
called Shambu the plain. Now his progeny is wondering what
to call themselves.



South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 137 South Asian Ensemble (Autumn : 2010) 138

None of these statements is to be found in the volume under
review, but each one of  them  has a direct bearing on the subject
of identity and representation. Whereas Becket  sees identity as
somewhat fixed, the good Duke  regards it as changeable. Only
Dilbhar  Bharat brings out the peculiar poignancy of Kashmir’s
identity crisis. Of  that more later.

In an intelligent and lucid exposition, Identity, Culture and the
Postmodern World (University of Georgia Press1988), the British
author Madan Swaroop says, “Identity is a mediating concept
between the external and the internal, the individual and society,
theory and practice.  Identity is a convenient tool through which
to try to understand many aspects –personal, philosophical,
political of our lives.” Similarly, in a recent sociological work,
Escaping Attempts: Theory and Practice of Resistance to Everyday Life
(Routledge 1992), Stanley Cohen and Laurie Taylor repudiate the
notion of an an  unambiguous  identity. Speaking against the
“homogenization of identity” they argue that “television brings
together lives and identities which were formerly  secret and
discrete, it makes every topic and issue...into a subject which may
reasonably be discussed by any member of the public”(9). In
other words, we would be limiting the scope of our identity if
we emphasize only one aspect of it. That unfortunately is what
we do when we talk of the politics of identity.

All identities oscillate between autonomy (the so-called core
self) and artifice, that which influences the making of selves,
“fr ames” as Erving Goffman calls them. This is nowhere better
illustrated  than in the way language is implicated in identity
formation. While it is true that language provides us with  a version
of  self and identity, it is also true that the sense of “I’  is not related
to an essence but to  variations in symbolic order that constitutes
language —itself subject to contextual changes. That the hypothetical
Shambu Nath is so many things in relation to the shifts in the context
of  the metaphoric tree in his front yard, tells us in the form of a
parable that we are not fixed and immutable. And that our identities
are equally made by our unconscious affiliations as well as by the
narrative of our changing situations.

Narrative is of the essence here. Part of our identity is the
story we tell ourselves, and  this story can distort, subvert and
confound the exercise of identity formation for it usually
misrepresents narratives others create about themselves. Whereas
Bakhtin believed that identities are formed in ‘dialogue’ with the
‘other’, it is also true (increasingly so in the present day) that these
can also  be formed in confrontation with the other. That, at
least, is implied in the whole idea of “politics of identity”. In
spite of our sentimental evocation of essentialist concepts such
as kashmiriyat and panjabiyat, the fact remains that we live by the
self-regarding notions of distinctness, exclusivity and a sense of
our own superiority over others. As Badri Raina, in a highly
illuminating and arguably the most persuasive article in the present
volume, indicates, the essentialist and the existentialist reflections
on identity  make sense “in relation to particular social order within
which communities strive for meanings”(288). But ‘’politics of
identity’ never plays out in this  fashion. It relies on what is separate,
seemingly impenetrable and unamenable to negotiation and
mediation. It strives for narrow gains, immediate gratifications
and the ‘muscularity’ of communal effort to seek concession for
one’s own group or formation. “Politics of identity” remains
impervious to the existentialist cry heard in Louis Althusser’s
wrenching memoir: “I did not really exist. I was simply a creature
of  artif ice” (The Future Lasts for Ever, New Press, New York). It
simply glosses over the self-division, the Freudian sense of
unheimliche that is latent in every human being.

In Kashmir the politics of identity has played out and is being
played out against what is perceived to be not Kashmiri. Through
historical circumstance and geo-strategic considerations the
emphasis has been concentrated on either the regional or the
religious aspects of identity. Who is a Kashmiri? How is he/she
different and what does this difference entail? Since the state of
Jammu and Kashmir is a multi-ethnic, multi-religious entity, identity
politics  calls for acceptance of the concerns of each religious
and ethnic group. The merit of the present volume is that it brings
out these concerns out in the open. As the editor says  in the her
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introduction,  “Beyond the Kashmiri identity politics, there are
various other manifestations of the identities and their politics in
Jammu and Kashmir...much of the politics outside the valley is
generated either in response to the specificity of the Kashmiri
identity politics or in response to the ‘predominance’ of Kashmir
in the power politics of the state.”(11). In other words, the ‘crisis’
of identity is to be located both within and outside the territorial
boundaries of the state.

Most of the articles are devoted to the elaboration of
Kashmiri, Dogra, Ladhakhi group identities as well as  Muslim,
Hindu, Budhist identities within the larger groups. Balraj Puri’s
comprehensive historical overview of the multiple identities and
the challenges they face (23-44) prepares the ground for other
contributions to this very substantial and engaging volume. Gul
Mohammad Wani’s well-thought-out paper “Labyrinth of Kashmiri
Identity” relates the question of identity  to the evolution of Kashmiri
nationalism (89-106). These two papers stress the pluralistic nature
of Kashmiri identity but draw attention to its erosion under religious
and ethnic sub-nationalisms. These identities are cast against other
identities, thereby destroying their dialogical character. As I said
earlier, identities are asserted against the other, and Kashmiri identities
are no exception. Hindus and Muslims may have lived  in outward
harmony, but have always protected their own religious and regional
exclusiveness. As the various articles amplify testify, there has been
no attempt to see identities as being assimilative  or otherwise coeval.
Thus we see Mohammad Ishaq Khan attributing the growth of
Jihadi consciousness among Kashmiri youth to the era of
Jagmohan’s second stint as the state governor(109). Or Shyam Kaul
talking of the Pandit migration solely in terms of  “fundamentalist
(read Islamic) terror that was unleashed  on Kashmir with wide
ramifications”(264). Or Rekha Chowdhary, shifting gears, tracing
the deprivation of the Jammu region to the role of  “rightist political
parties” (122). Or Ravinder Jit Kaur stressing the minority character
of Sikhs “as a distinct ethnic identity” (230).

Sociologists, political pundits and other heavy fish in our
think-tanks may wax eloquent (as do some  contributors to this

volume) about  fluid cultural mores going against the grain of
frozen frames imposed on identities by religion, ideology and
nationalistic belief systems, but the prejudices bred by these
impositions are now ingrained deep enough to be wished away.
The self-awareness of Kashmiris, as Wani points out, is rooted
in history (96). While it is to some extent also a history of ‘fusion’,
it is largely a history of victimhood, of marauding warlords
like Rinchin and Sikandar the idol-breaker  who killed non-
Muslims with impunity, as well as of Dogra rulers who
systematically suppressed Kashmiri Muslim aspirations. Much
Kashmiri self-awareness has now hardened into what Yeats
would have called  “habits that made old wrong” - as is
manifested  in the  Amar Nath Yatra rampage in  Jammu (345-
362) and the continuing turmoil in the valley. Identities, as Badri
Raina keeps reminding us in his excellent contribution, are not
“just the givens at our birth; they are processes and unfoldings”.
Much as I share his perception, I would like to draw his attention
to the “processes and unfoldings” that are really taking place on
the ground. Here, on terra firma, attitudes have changed into
immutable posturings, porous allegiances have been supplanted
by unshakeable religious orthodoxies. If  the valley Muslims count
themselves as part of the larger Islamic brotherhood  that entitles
them to citizenship of Pakistan (the azadi slogan being a
smokescreen at best), Pandits and  other communities inevitably
seek  sustenance in secular but largely Hindu India.The rifts and
divisions are too widespread  to be papered over by periodic
spells of individual bonhomie. .

And these divisions are not of recent making. Stereotypical
framing has always coloured our behaviour towards various
communities. Much as we fraternize with each other, we cannot
overlook the ways in which a local Pandit  was regarded as Dali
bata (dal-eating Pandit),  and others as zowe Sikh (lice-ridden
Sikh), dogra dungar (Dogra donkey), bota kanas poh (lowly
Ladhakhis). These others returned the compliment in equal
measure, such as my family priest referring to Nehru as Jawa
Musalman (Jawahar the Muslim), the latter epithet bristling with
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all the  contempt against Muslims accumulated over the years.   It
surprises me that  none of the contributors to this volume considers
this seemingly amusing but essentially sinister aspect of identity
formation in Kashmir -  an aspect that shapes unconscious attitudes
and beaviour patterns. So much, then for kashmiriyat.

There is enough substance in Riyaz Panjabi’s suggestion that
kashmiriyat “evolved through a process of acculturation absorbing
diverse cultural elements and accommodating different religious
practices ranging from Buddhism, Shaivism, Jainism and Islam.
Kashmir has its distinct variety of Rishi order which is similar to
the universal Sufi order of Islam, but has its roots within Kashmir”
(46-47). Similarly, Gul Mohammad Wani rightly describes  how
“selected cultural fragments  from an imagined past were collected
to construct a Kashmiriyat  that would draw in both Pandits and
Muslims” (93). Several other contributors dwell on this particular
trait. In his recent book Nine Lives (Knopf, New York 2010),
William Dalrymple describes the cult of Shahbaz Qalandar in
Sindh with the   the dancing  dervishes  modelling “their red
robes and dust-smeared bodies on those of Shaivite sadhus, so
the dhammal derives from the damaru drum of Shiva…” (115).

If  this is so, then what is unique about kashmiriyat or, for that
matter, any other syncretic form of religious or cultural
practice?All these practices have the same aim: unity of mankind
amid its vast diversity of faith and belief. Secondly, and this is
more to the point, did these practices prevent discord and conflict
among religious communities here in Kashmir or in Panjab? The
partition of the sub-continent throws up stories of places of
worship being abused to heap anathema on the enemy’s religion.
Massacres were committed to the accompaniment of chants of
allah-u-akbar and sat-sri-akal and har har mahadev. If  anything,
religious identities, regarded as ultimately transcending any other
identity, have prevailed. We have seen this in the Babri Masjid
outrage as well as in the Malegaon riots. And this is the stark
reality that stares us in the face in Kashmir.

The crisis of identity in Kashmir is the impasse between a
restive Muslim population ostensibly seeking azadi but

inadvertently drifting towards a form of shariah order and a
ruthless Indian state using its military might to defend an equally
chimerical nationalistic/jingoistic credo. I can think of no better
lines than these from W.B.Yeats’  1921 poem “Nineteen Hundred
and Nineteen” to describe the present turbulence on the streets
of Kashmir: “The nights can sweat with terror as before/we
pieced our thoughts into philosophy,/And planned to bring the
world under a rule/ We who are but weasles fighting in a hole.”
Yes, the Srinagar nights still sweat with terror and we the
chattering classes find rationales for it in our ‘philosophies’. But
unless we delegitimise religion from our discourse and see
identities as ensembles of different elements of which
institutionalised religion is only one, we will  continue “fighting
in a hole” of  our own making.

*

Scott Gregory; our artist of this issue
By Sarah Peters

Windsor, Ontario painter Scott Gregory is a formalist. His paintings find life in
the compositional elements of colour, line, shape and texture.
Gregory completed his BFA at the University of Windsor in 1973 with fellow
students, artists  Adèle Duck, Brian Brown, Tony Calzetta, Susan O’Neill and
Andrea Bolley. Under the tutelage of Professor Ruth Rattner, Gregory studied
the Fauvists and felt an immediate affinity with their wild, vibrant style of
expression and use of intense colour. Gregory also studied with the Michigan
sculptor Glen Michaels with whom he created a fifty - six panel mural of cast
bronze, wood and tile that adorns the central hall of the Comerica Park
building in downtown Detroit.
In 1998, Gregory began the series, primarily on paper, that he continues to
paint today. He begins by stretching the paper, staining the ground and sealing
it with a liquid acrylic gel. Using a 6B drawing pencil he creates a drawing for
the forms of paint to occupy.  He adds tinted matt medium in hues of deep
burgundies, purples, acid greens and yellows to the drawings and works the
medium with putty and palette knives, spoons, forks, chopsticks, chisels and
window screen – carving into the paint. The tools are chosen for the formal
qualities of colour, texture and pattern which they impart. These expressive,
heavily worked surfaces are controlled. Gregory will often add a fragment of
dried acrylic to a work to act as a visual stop or anchor.
Gregory has said that the paint and the surface inform if you’re available to
see, to listen and make choices. Scott Gregory has expressively made choices
and expanded his artistic production for over three decades.
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