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Editorial

The Winter 2011 issue of SAE is now with you.

Spending a winter in India after almost five years is luxury to

me. It has a ring of  the new.  Winter in the northern India is quite

harsh, especially in areas near the snow clad mountains. Yet life is

abuzz everywhere: in parks, plazas, banquet halls, eating joints, taverns,

clubs and the intimate coziness of  homes in the town, the city and

the village, and the metros. Winter happens outdoors but we spend it

mostly indoors absorbed in the virtual world of books, internet,

television serials, radio,  IPods, music systems and other gizmos.

This issue brings for our readers’ winter time the warmth of

poetry, fiction, prose and book reviews. Our poet of  this number is

Devi Prasad Mishra, a non-conformist and experimentalist Hindi poet.

He appears in the issue with his ten poems translated and introduced

by Rajesh Kumar Sharma. Others poets featured are Shaharyar,

Deepankar Gohain,  Brian Mendonca, Akshaya Kumar, Mohineet Kaur

Boparai, Sudhir Garimalla, Sarod Sudip and Papiya Lahiri.

We have articles of  delightful variety.  Harjeet Singh Gill in

Historiography and Guru Nanak in History is most forthright, erudite

and expressive in locating the everlasting contribution of  W.H.

McLeod and J.S. Grewal to the methodology and interpretation

of the history of Guru Nanak and Sikh Religion. M.L. Raina

recreates the city of Srinagar looking back to older times, in his

inimitable style in a splendid piece entitled Of Men and Memories:

Srinagar the Dream City. SAE also carries M.L Raina’s critical essay

Modern Premodern and Postmodern: What Survives in the Survivors,  in

which he aptly situates Gurdial Singh’s novel The Survivors (translated

from Punjabi by Rana Nayar) in the contemporary world fiction.

Globalisation, Identity and Literary Representation in South Asian Fiction

by Paramjit Singh Ramana, Recovering a Theory of  Subjectivity from

the Indian Philosophical Tradition by Alpna Saini, and Fragments of

Warmth by Aaratti Kaul Dhar are other memorable and thought-

provoking pieces in this issue.

Everything is Yours by Rosalia Scalia, The Pick-up by Ben Antao

and Make Me Tagore, O Mother by Mohan Bhandari make our fiction

South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 3 South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 4

section this time. The books reviewed this time are: Performing

Women / Performing Womanhood: Theatre, Politics, and Dissent in North

India by Nandi Bhatia, Wetlands by Charlotte Roche,  First as Tragedy,

Then as Farce by Slavoj Zizek, and Stories of  The Soil edited and

translated by Nirupama Dutt.

I had the pleasure of  attending the Jaipur Literature Festival

held recently. The princely city was suddenly home to hundreds

of writers and thousands of literature enthusiasts drawn from all

corners of  the world assembled in Diggi Palace in Jaipur. The

opening ceremony saw Dr. Karan Singh as the guest of  Honour

and Sheldon Pollock Professor of  Sanskrit at Columbia University

as the keynote speaker. The first DSC Prize of  $50,000 for South

Asian Literature 2011 was announced on the opening day. It went

to the author of  Home Boy, HM Naqvi, a novelist and teacher of

creative writing at Boston University. Two Nobel Laureates, Orhan

Pamuk and J. M. Coetzee also participated. Other notable

participants  included Adam Zagajewsky, Junot Diaz, Kiran Desai,

Willium Dalrymple, Richard Ford, S.H. Raza, Jatin Das, Rana Das

Gupta, Gurcharan Das, Atiq Rahimi, Martin Amis, Vikram Seth,

Ruskin Bond, Gulzar, Javed Akhtar, Jung Chang, Jon Lee

Anderson, David Finkel,  Ahdaf  Soueif  and many others. It really

turned out to be a great literature festival. Such literature festivals

hold hope for the life of the book and the book of life.

We wish our readers a happy 2011 !

Gurdev Chauhan



Ten Poems of  Devi Prasad Mishra

Translated from Hindi and introduced
by Rajesh Kumar Sharma

The Cause of Sorrow

The poem arrives like a spring morning. Gently, slowly, erotically, austerely. By

the time you reach its ending, the Sun is shining in full splendour, casting a shadow

that reveals the poem’s heart. The Buddha’s truth, of  the cause of  sorrow, is

rewritten. The Buddha remains unnamed right to the end. His absent presence has

something to do with the rewriting of his truth. His paradoxical reduction to a

larger than life myth has left his truth to be merely cited in sorrow’s face. They

“cling” to what they assume to be his truth, their myth of his truth and of him.

But his truth was lived. And it was lived by giving up all that they cling to.

By a pronounced temporal shift, the Buddha is resituated in the messianic

future. He becomes thereby a radical new possibility. And he is rescued from both

dehistoricization and historical reification. -RKS

The one who would know the cause of sorrow

shall have to renounce power and wealth.

When people are asleep in the embrace of women and

       darkness,

he will be setting out.

Arriving at a turning, he will ask the steed of comfort to go

       away -

this will be the decision to plant his feet upon the earth.

He shall pass among suffering, wailing people,

and he alone shall be able to pronounce

that sorrow permeates life like the taste of  salt the sea.

And then for centuries to come

he will be a myth to be cited in sorrow’s face

Man in a Cattle Shed

This is a philosophical fable. Profoundly sad, yet luminous like the Full

Moon. Both Dostoevsky and Nietzsche are revisited, with a glance cast in the

direction of Darwin too: the question of what is human nature is central.

There is an unbroken ambivalence about the way animals appear in the poem.

Humanity is satirized for remaining beastly, yet the undead animals in the human

evoke a sense of inhuman loss. The reversal comes with the appearance of the

Rilkean goat.

But the end hurls the poem into another spin, leaving us with an unresolvable

ambiguity. What is it that will sadden Dundubhi so much? The beastliness of

humankind, or humanity’s loss of  animal kindness? -RKS

Dundubhi, you may now have to put up in a cattleshed

Maybe you will relate well with animals

Maybe you will slowly forget the process

that made you a man

Perhaps you will begin to run like a horse

Masticate like a cow

Climb backwards like a bear a tree hung with honeycombs

Maybe like a rat you will be digging holes

in search of a better darkness

Perhaps a full-grown goat’s entreaty will torment you

Perhaps when you come, you will say –

Listen, tell me a story that has human beings

And perhaps you will begin to cry

The Story of  Madhavakanta

“The Story of  Madhavakanta” enacts several connotations of  a story. It

is a fiction, a life remembered, another ordinary matter that does not after all

matter, and a tale bearing some moral in the good old tradition of  Jataka and

Panchatantra tales.

The unusually compressed force of the poem lies in its disclosure of the

hor ror of  ordinary existence in a sug gestively mythical and ritual setting.

Nevertheless the straightforward “story” has its territories of  excess that remain

unseen until the last stanza when the “undefiled body” exudes a mixed aroma.
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The intrusion of  the “corpse” that plugs the poem’s other end cancels out, in

an extremely restrained Hamletian gesture, the smug ordinariness of a life with an

even more fundamental ordinariness. -RKS

This is the story of Madhavakanta.

When Madhavakanta took birth,

the gods and goddesses were favourable,

the planets auspicious,

the Sun arose and set as usual,

the Earth rotated in the same old way,

the river flowed on quietly, and Indra remained unperturbed.

Bathing in the nearby river,

showing reverence to the gods,

Madhavakanta began to lead his life between

prayers and pleasures.

One day Madhavakanta was cremated on the riverbank

as an undefiled body

that had the aroma of some women, several gods,

and a corpse.

Go

The traumatic impact of the poem lies in its switching the Saraswati into a

different temporal universe. The insistent urgency of going to the sacred river

resuscitates a long lost river, but only as a phantom.

Yet the phantom paradoxically realizes, on account of  the urgency, those

other rivers which too are dying. By evoking the presence of an absent river, the

imminent absence of those present achieves reality.

Rivers are passageways of whole civilizations. Their imminent death augurs

greater catastrophes.

And when the river is Saraswati, the fearful anticipations become previsions

of the dark ages that seem to be dawning yet again.

However, the tortoise sits patiently in the very heart of  the poem: a creature

of wisdom that sees far. Even beyond the dark ages, perhaps. -RKS

Go

sprinkle your eyes

with the Saraswati’s waters

Go

and sit as long as you can

on the Saraswati’s banks

Go

bathe in the Saraswati

Go and immerse yourself

as deep as you can

stay there like a tortoise

in the Saraswati’s waters

Go

and let the Saraswati permeate you

as deeply as possible

Let yourself be thoroughly muddied

Go

Go, because the Saraswati

yes, the Saraswati

yes, of course, the Saraswati

is going to dry up

Unemployed

The apparently unilinear poem, delivered like a deadpan statement, has a dialectical

structure at the conceptual level. The faceless unemployed man has nothing to do in a

world in which doing something means doing unethical things. Plain good work is just

not available. But by the time the question as to what he is doing nowadays is repeated,

his not doing becomes an ethical action. He does withdraw. -RKS

The question embarrasses him greatly –

What is he doing these days?

He does not commit robberies

He does not smuggle things
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He does not commit murders

He does not make deceitful promises

He does not run the country

Yes, the question embarrasses him no end –

What does he do nowadays?

Companions

Strangely yet actually, the meaning of the poem happens in the space of

tension between the poem and its title. In a way then, the title is a backward

extension of the poem even as the poem is an extrapolation of the title.

Sahachar, the word in Hindi, has suggestions of  persons moving together in

companionship through the world; of wayfarers linked by bonds of shared adventures.

Yet the companions here do not connect with each other. They may share common

spaces and pursue the same trajectories, but without any connecting lines. Isolated

points in a desert of space.

The narrator speaks with a sense of uncertain guilt: he does not know

whether his silence was correct or not. But his urge for companionship, for sharing,

against a cold isolating world continues to trouble him beyond the particularities of

the encounter. -RKS

A man came and sat down next to me

I wanted to ask

where he was going

Where he was coming from

What problem he faced

for he sure did some

I thought

he would feel I was being nosy

about personal matters

So I did not ask him anything

I told him nothing

about myself either

Like Earth, We

The primordial and the historical collide to generate the explosion which this

poem is. The register of utterance is prophetic yet earthy. The creative force of

human will is celebrated in the image of  the harvest rising in response to hunger :

indeed the image is doubly pregnant with creativity and revolution.

High poetry, folksong and political utopia meet here on equal terms. -RKS

Like water does the land, time will irrigate us

Like harvest we shall rise against hunger

We shall descend like rivers

Shall spread like deltas in the rhythms of creation

that attends on ruin

Our coming shall have the inevitability of future,

of man on earth

We shall wish to live like human beings,

so a few battles we shall need to fight

Our wounds shall be valleys of flowers

When we have disappeared, we shall be as seeds in earth

Like fire in hearths shall be our tales

in cold winter nights

We shall not pass just as we came

but like land we shall spread farther

ever more

I

Multitudinous humanity in the age of politically correct multiculturalism –

this is how the poem radically dissents. And this is the humanity of blood, fire and

exile. Of  suffering and sorrow. Yet it is an indestructible humanity. And it does

not forget even its long forgotten roots across continents and ages.

This humanity would be at home away from home. It longs to be always

elsewhere. -RKS

South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 9 South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 10



I am dark of complexion

I could have been black
A black from Angola
I could have been yellow like the Mongols

I am wounded in the battle that is fought at Plassey

I know the earth as well as I know my palm
I am made of  earth’s finest clay
There is an element of fire in my making
My blood could wet miles and miles of a battleground

I am he who has kept the foot protected
I am he who has kept the hand safe

I am he who has kept man unharmed

Like salt I am indestructible

I am that gypsy of  civilization
who always hungers for exile

In one of my veins flows the Ganga
In another the Betwa

In the third the Satluj
In the fourth the Sai
And in the blue vein that you see
the Yamuna of  sorrows flows, centuries old

My forefathers came from the Alps

My foremothers belonged to a forest across the Sarayu

I live at the feet of the Vindhyas

I want my grandson to make his home

across of the Urals

The Reminiscence of Bhagirath

The final and crowning lesson of education: always go with the river. A river

flows downwards. It slows and widens as it progresses. It connects, feeds, floods,

overcomes. It becomes the sea.

Bhagirath brought the Ganga from the Heavens and made it dwell on earth

among people.

Those who receive the gift of education ought to descend with the river,

hugging and enriching the earth. Not retreat to icy heights. -RKS

Your education is over.

Now that you are going,

bear this lesson with you.

So make your way

that from wherever you pass,

wherever you go,

you must

always

with a river go.

Stone Age

The poem turns on the twin conceptions of historical and cosmic time. Man

sets out on the journey to be man when he perceives the latter and thereby inaugurates

history.

Paradoxically, the cosmic apprehension of  time (as Time) within which history

opens is itself  an event in history.

History is the narrative of  man as the maker, the giver of  shapes to “shapeless

stones”, the being of work, the one who casts –or labours– the Earth into the

World. -RKS

In history

a time comes when

man discovers in the shapeless stones

lying in Time’s corners

his kitchen

his home

his fire
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The Pick-up

By Ben Antao

Martin Rice flashes another anxious look behind —the audio

equipment and spotlights bundled inside the backseats. He’s turned

the radio off. The wind’s whistling and the snow’s blowing hard.

The clock shows 11:45 pm. As he approaches Finch Avenue, his

attention turns towards a frantic waving to his right. He slows

down but the car skids forward. He looks over. “I’ll be damned.”

Is that Chris Bick? What on earth is he doing there for Christ

sake? Waiting for the Senlac bus? Doesn’t he know the Senlac

route shuts down at eleven-thirty? Martin puts the car into reverse

and gently pulls back to the bus shelter.

Chris, hatless and hunched over, hands in pockets, approaches

the passenger side. Martin rolls down the window. “Well, I’ll be

damned, had a gut feeling it was you. Get in. You’re not gonna

get a bus now.”

Chris’ eyes reflect anxiety. “I need a favor,” he says and peers

at the backseat.

“Get in and tell me about it.”

“Look behind. There’s a sick old lady who needs a ride to

the hospital.”

“But there’s only room for one.”

“I can see that. Well, take her to the hospital. I’ll manage

somehow.”

“And who’s that other woman?”

“I don’t know.”

Martin stares at the other woman.  Hmmm…where have I

seen her before? She looks vaguely familiar.

“Martin, I know what you’re thinking, but the old woman’s

need is greater than either of  us. Come on, do both of  us a favor.

Take her to the hospital.”

You a mind reader as well? Never mind!  Martin continues to

stare trying to remember.  Hmmm…“Let me come out.” He turns

off  the ignition. The wind’s howling, but the snowfall has lightened.

“Thank you, young man,” says the old lady as if  already

expecting a ride. “I really appreciate it, I’m sick…I called a cab

but all the cabs are out, said the dispatcher. I’ve high fever. Here

touch my head. The hospital’s not too far, just a couple of  miles.”

“It’s not that,” says Martin observing the young woman. “I

wish I could take all of you.”

The young woman smiles at him.

The old lady pulls a face as if  she’s seen this scene before, as

if life doesn’t change for older women. Her pitiful eyes darting

to and fro rest on Martin who looks as if in a quandary himself.

I want to help you, lady, he wants to tell her, but I also wanna

help … He’s unable to decide.

“Come on, Martin, do me a favor,” says Chris correctly

sensing the reason for his friend’s hesitancy. “It’s only a couple of

miles.”

“A coupla miles? North York General is at Sheppard and

Leslie, at least eight miles.”

“Not that hospital—Branson hospital,” says the lady.

“But Branson is no longer a full hospital; it’s for minor stuff

like tests and bandages.”

“Don’t you worry about that, young man. They’ll take me.

Can’t you see I’m sick?”

Martin glances at the young woman to whom he’s now

attracted, as if  she’s the one he’s been dreaming about all these

years. And when the woman returns his look, her complexion

softens and glows as if  he’s the one.

A tense moment ensues. “Okay, here are the keys, you take

her to the hospital,” he tells Chris.

“Whoa! Sure you want to do this, buddy?” Chris Bick looks

at the young woman with a touch of appreciation.

“Sure, no problem.”

“Thank you, son, God bless you,” says the lady and cautiously

follows Chris to the car.

“That’s an awfully kind thing you did, Mister.”

“The name is Martin, think nothing of it.” He rubs his hands,

then puts on his gloves. He’s staring at the road.
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After a short silence, she says, “I still say it was mighty kind

of you to do what you did.”

Now he turns and gazes at her in that way some people do

while trying to recall some indelible impression.

“May I ask you a question?”

“Go ahead, ask.”

“What made you do it?”

“You really want to know?”

“Of  course, I do.”

“It’s a long story.”

“I’m interested.”

Martin reflects for a moment. “It happened a few years ago

at the Knights of  Columbus meeting. After the meeting we usually

have snacks and drinks. That night I had a Scotch too many for I

was mad at the archbishop of  Toronto for something.” He stops

to ask, “Have you heard of the Knights of Columbus?”

“Can’t say I have.”

“It’s a Catholic men’s organization; we raise funds for the

poor and do charity work.”

“I’m Protestant,” she says.

“Won’t hold that against you. I respect all faiths.” He pauses

as she giggles. “Anyway, I was one of  the last to leave that night.

Apparently, Chris Bick was following me. On Bayview Avenue

just before John Street, he pulled up along side and waved me to

pull over into the parking lot. I was feeling high and obeyed his

command. Later he drove me home.”

Seeing that Martin’s gaze is far off  in the distance, she remains

silent.

“The next day I called Chris and thanked him for saving my

life. You know what he said? ‘We all fall into temptation and sin

sometimes.’ Imagine that! I’ve never forgotten it. If  I ever get a

chance to return the favor, I’ll grab it with both hands, I said to

myself.”

She smiles with obvious understanding. “So you came through

tonight.”

“No, not really!”

“Don’t be so modest.”

“It’s him that came through tonight. Just like him to think of

his neighbor first.”

“How do you mean?”

“I’d stopped to pick him up, but instead of  getting in he

asked me a favor. He wanted me to take the lady to the hospital.

It was his idea.”

“But it was what you wanted to do, was it not?” she asks

ingenuously. “I mean it was also your intention to help the lady.”

Martin looks away. “I don’t know,” he says, although he

knows.

“As I said, it was terribly kind of  you. You helped your friend

as well as the lady. That’s how I see it.”

“Perhaps you’re right, but I wonder though.”

“Why, is something bothering you, Martin?”

Hearing her utter his name suddenly makes him feel special,

like someone who’s loved and wanted. Perhaps she may be right

about him. And at that moment he decides to make his own

feelings known. For a long second he looks into her eyes for

confirmation. Then he reaches for his cell phone.

“I’m gonna call a cab and take you home.”

“I’d like that,” she says.
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Historiography and Guru Nanak  in History

Harjeet Singh Gill

Professor W. H. McLeod, the most eminent of  Western historians

of the Sikhs, thinks of ‘Jagtar Singh Grewal’ as ‘the greatest

historian of the Sikhs’, is the opening statement of Professor Indu

Banga, an equally distinguished historian in her own right, in her

paper in Five Punjabi Centuries, 2000, p.11. While she appreciates

McLeod’s reference as a compliment, she has misgivings about

its other implications. The term ‘Sikh’ is both a specification and

a limitation, she feels, and she is absolutely right in her assessment

in the world of  scholarship. I intend in this short paper, to address

myself to this problematic, and attempt to show that in the case

of both of these distinguished scholars, the inductive and the

deductive principles of research are simultaneously at work, and

that while the specific object of study is thoroughly examined,

there is also, in the very process of  this dialectic, a certain going
beyond, a certain transcendence in the very discipline of  history.

Even though this seminar is supposed to be more focused on

Professor Grewal, I believe, that a proper understanding of the

contribution of the one cannot be appreciated without the

juxtaposition of  the other. While they concentrate on the study of

a specific topic, they are, at the same time, as historians, dialectically

engaged with each other.

Let us begin with W. H. McLeod, for chronologically his

work precedes that of  J. S Grewal. When Grewal, in the preface

of  his book, Guru Nanak in History, 1969, notes that ‘a study of

Guru Nanak’s work in terms of  his response to his milieu is likely

to be more fruitful than a discussion of  his teachings in terms of

‘parallels’ and ‘influences’, he is obviously referring to McLeod’s

work. Also, in his Lectures on History, Society and Culture of  the

Punjab, 2007, Grewal specifically comments upon McLeod’s work

on the Janam Sakhis with a note that ‘above all, a historical

biography of Guru Nanak would remain centered on the Guru

more than on Nanak (p.161).

McLeod’s book, Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion, 1968,

deals with two main topics : the life of Guru Nanak and the

teachings of Guru Nanak. These are two separate sections, roughly

equally divided. In the first section, the author attempts at a detailed,

rigorous analysis of the Janam Sakhis, for, as he himself asserts,

even though the Janam Sakhis are not historical documents, there

is nothing else of  any historical credibility, and we have to sift the

history from the legend and the myth, saturated with miracles

and mysteries. First, he classifies the more reliable texts like War

Bhai Gurdas, Puratan and Meharban sakhis. The less reliable, but

useful all the same, texts are Bala sakhis and Gyan Ratnavali or

Mani Singh Janam Sakhi.

He presents each text in detail duly noting all the main events,

anecdotes and places visited. This is an extremely meticulous job

where even the smallest gesture is not ignored. Apparently there

is no serious problem in reconstructing the early life of Guru

Nanak but when it comes to his travels, there are considerable

discrepancies.

With Meharban there are only two prolonged travels which

seem to be more coherent. The Puratan tradition mentions four

in four cardinal directions. The Bala sakhis, even though they seem

to have been composed much later and have Bala as a strategic

witness, derive their extreme popularity from their language and

anthropologically very rich discourse. None of these texts is a

coherent text, composed in pieces by different authors at different

times, yet each of them provides useful material for historical

reconstruction. After an extremely meticulous study of each sakhi

with the minutest possible detail of every event and place with

innumerable lists and charts, McLeod summarises his conclusions

in a page and a half. Unfortunately,  his summary has had very

unpleasant reactions without realising that this short account is

preceded by one hundred and forty-five pages of discussion and

cross checking of  every possible eventuality. As the janam sakhis

are not historical documents in any sense of  the term, and as

there are no diaries or roznamchas kept of his travels and

encounters, the historian has to state what is certain, what is
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probable, and finally, for the lack of  any historical evidence, only

a conjecture that may or may not be true. If McLeod has raised

doubts about certain visits, it is not that Guru Nanak did or did

not visit  that place, as McLeod has admitted several times in his

book, it is simply that the janam sakhis, the only texts available

for this purpose, do not provide enough reliable evidence. The

insinuations and accusations serve no purpose. One can differ

with a scholar, no two scholars ever agree on crucial issues any

way, but to counter a logically proposed thesis one has to present

an equally rigorous, reasoned argument. Unfortunately, this has

not been the case so far. It is interesting to note that in the very

opening statement of the preface to his book, McLeod wrote :

For no one is the injunction to tread softly more relevant

than for the historian whose study carries him into regions beyond

his own society. Should his study extend to what other men hold

sacred the injunction becomes a compelling necessity. For this

reason the westerner who ventures upon a study of Sikh history

must do so with caution and almost inevitably with a measure of

trepidation. In such a field the risk of giving offence is only too

obvious.

I congratulate Professor McLeod for the risk he took in spite

of the premonition of the offence, and devoted all his life to the

most noble cause of the study of Sikhism with all the integrity

and diligence of  a brilliant scholar. As an outsider, as an objective

historian, he ventured into the most sensitive areas that an insider,

a member of  the community, would not have perceived. No

doubt his researches raised many controversies and debates on

inconvenient issues but that is the lot of every serious and incisive

historian. The conclusions are always questionable but they can be

rebutted only by a corresponding dialectical analysis.

The second major section of this book, often ignored, deals

with the teachings of Guru Nanak. There is absolutely no problem

for McLeod in this domain. First of all, he takes for granted the

authenticity of the compositions of Guru Nanak as they appear

in the Adi Granth duly approved by the SGPC. Secondly, as well

versed in systematic theology, he could discern without any

difficulty or detour the uniqueness of the discourse of Guru

Nanak, and in no uncertain terms, he stated that. From this

conclusion it follows that a common interpretation of the religion

of Guru Nanak must be rejected. It is not correct to interpret it

as a conscious effort to reconcile Hindu belief and Islam by means

of  a synthesis of  the two. The intention to reconcile was certainly

there, but not by the path of syncretism. Conventional Hindu

belief and Islam were not regarded as fundamentally right but as

fundamentally wrong. Neither Veda nor the Kateb know the

mystery. The two were to be rejected, not harmonised in a

synthesis of  their finer elements. True religion lay beyond these

two systems, accessible to all men of spiritual perception whether

Hindu or Muslim. It was the person who spurned all that was

external and who followed instead the interior discipline of nâm

simran who could be called a ‘true’ Hindu or a ‘true’ Muslim.

Such a person had in fact transcended both. (p. 161).

This statement of Professor McLeod should be underscored

with the strongest possible emphasis, and those who dare to

question his integrity and scholarship need to do some homework.

The scientific rigour and extremely meticulous dialectical analysis

that precedes this statement must be studied with utmost sincerity.

There is absolutely no question of one or the other influence of a

specific religious tradition or dogma. If McLeod insists that Guru

Nanak’s predominant dialectical engagement was with the

mainstream Hinduism and the Sant tradition, it is certainly a

statement of fact. I have recently interpreted the whole of Nanak

Bani and it is obvious that most of his compositions, the Japuji,

the Siddh Gosht and others in Rag Ramkali and Rag Maru are

derived from his very personal dialectical interactions with the

yogis and other Hindu sects. The metalanguage of  these texts is

Sadh Bhasha but the discourse is unique and presents a very

different paradigm. If there is any definitive epistemological cut

in the history of ideas of the Indian subcontinent, it is operated

upon this tradition. This does not mean that there was no

theological encounter with Islam or with other religious

undercurrents, but compared to his incessant references to and
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confrontations with the Hindu tradition, the dialectical engagement

with Islam is of  much lower order.

This book is divided into two sections. The first deals with

what the linguists call, the grammatical construct, the physical,

empirical reality so dear to the empiricist historians. The second

concentrates on epistemology and philosophy and is squarely

situated in the architectonics of conceptual construct.

What interests me most of course is his second book, Early

Sikh Tradition, a study of  the Janam Sakhis, Oxford, 1980. The

subtitle gives the impression that it is a prolongation of the first

thesis. In fact, it presents a complete methodological and conceptual

departure. The concern here is primarily the becoming of the

being of  the sakhis. How a given sakhi evolved from a supposed

proto-anecdote in the oral tradition. Since there are no first hand

accounts of  any witness, in spite of  the strategy of  Bala tradition

like the Heer of Damodar, and the only reliable witness, Mardana,

having died earlier, the earliest versions of the narratives must

have been recounted by the Guru himself. After his demise it was

necessary to use these narratives, legends, myths to propagate his

message, his discourse. In different places, in different

congregations, the sakhis evolved, enlarged and interpreted as the

divine discourse was perceived by a given composer. Legends,

myths, miracles are the stuff that all religious discourses are made

of. It could not be any different in the case of  these Janam Sakhis.

In the religious discourse, the real and the surreal, physics and

metaphysics, anthropology and cosmology are not only the two

sides of the same coin, they are thoroughly fused with each other

in a way that their conceptual separation is impossible. Take, for

example, the case of the most discussed and disputed anecdote

of the moving of Mecca. I believe that the problematic of its

physical movement is irrelevant. What matters is the signification

of the discourse of this sakhi that demonstrates in no uncertain

terms that God is everywhere, east, west, north, south, all directions

are sacred. The whole universe is the creation of God, hence the

artificial division into sacred and profane does not make any sense.

This is also the discourse of the Arti sakhi where the Guru talks

about the cosmological Arti being performed by the sun and the

moon, the planets and the stars and the most wonderful universe

of  earth and sky, the mountains, the seas, the rivers. Obviously

the best dramatic effect could be achieved by placing such

discourses in the most important religious places like Mecca and

Jagannath Puri. Unfortunately a number of empiricist historians

have emphasised the physical movement of Mecca and have even

suggested very seriously that Mecca had already been moved or

displaced several times. Of  course there are innumerable legends

of this movement and this metamorphosis where the poet tells

his beloved that she is his Mecca and he need not follow the Hajis

to Saudi Arabia. In other words, Mecca exists where your love

resides. How a heavily charged metaphor is drenched of  its power

of  evocation is shown by the translation of  the last line of  Manto’s

short story, Tobha Tek Singh, stating, wahan par para tha Toba

Tek Singh. Instead of  just rendering it as ‘there lay Tobha Tek

Singh’, an eminent journalist translated it as ‘there lay the body of

Bishan Singh of  the village of  Tobha Tek Singh’. Throughout the

narrative Manto had constituted Tobha Tek Singh as a metaphor

of absolute absurdity of the partition of the Indian subcontinent

into India and Pakistan and this last gesture of his falling in no

man’s land demonstrated this most obnoxious situation. This

grotesque absurdity is writ large in every encounter of the Punjabis

of  both sides of  the artificial frontier. Even after sixty years, every

Punjabi, Indian or Pakistani, seems to have been metamorphosed

into Tobha Tek Singh, fallen for ever in this extremely absurd no

man’s land. This eminent journalist has certainly very high

proficiency in both Urdu and English but he failed to comprehend

the subtlety of  a very dense literary metaphor. Incidentally, the

same gentleman has translated a number of compositions of

Gurbani, the metatext that is heavily charged with metaphors.

One can easily imagine the havoc his exercise must have caused to

the intended discourse. Fortunately, McLeod does not follow the

trail he had set for himself in his first exercise. In Early Sikh

Tradition, in 1980, twelve years after the first study, he follows an

extremely rigorous methodology of  historical reconstruction of

South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 21 South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 22



different episodes in every sakhi tradition. This operation is highly

complex, for none of the four texts is a coherent discursive

formation. In the same tradition, a given sakhi may present a

highly developed form, having been evolved and interpreted at

numerous occasions, and another may preserve a fairly primitive

form. The texts present heterogenous manifest and immanent

contours of  the Guru’s discourse as perceived over a considerable

long period of history by an admixture of very complex elements

in the congregation itself. Even when a given sakhi is supposed to

be only an interpretation of a composition of the Guru, there are

innumerable discerning patterns.

With a scientific rigour that is unparalleled in the annals of

intertextual analysis, McLeod has been able to arrive at the most

plausible reconstructions. Since he was, in this enterprise, not

looking for historically verifiable events or places, he could, with

extreme dexterity, present the historical evolution of  each sakhi.

Armed with unique historical methodology and theological

insights, McLeod has unfolded the progressive perceptions and

anthropological and cosmological interpolations. This book is the

most significant contribution not only to our understanding of

early Sikh tradition, but for me, it is primarily a very high mark in

the development of the discipline of historiography that goes far

beyond the usual empiricist fact finding exercises. Professor

Grewal has referred to this historical reconstruction as an exercise

in ‘neutral gear’ (Grewal, 2007, p.162). I wish there were more

researches in such a neutral gear. The gear of  our scholars is set in

advance, before even they have taken the first step in scientific

investigation. In the process, they lose all objectivity and their

efforts are generally unidirectional and illogical. The second major

step in this narrative is of course Jagtar Singh Grewal.  I begin

this section with an anecdote. In 2006, Professor Grewal gave a

series of  lectures at Punjabi University, Patiala, as a Visiting

Professor where I happen to be present after an absence of  twenty,

and not the legendary twelve years, at Jawaharlal Nehru University,

New Delhi. In one of his lectures I was sitting as a sceptic and a

non-believer. With the few encounters I had had with some

historians and their writings wasting their time in search of the

most ridiculous details, I firmly believed that historians should

not be allowed to study religion. Professor Grewal’s lecture

changed all that that history was after all not such a bad discipline

and in the hands of a historian of the intellect and incision of

Professor Grewal, one can really transcend the usual boundaries

of knowledge. After the lecture, I was the new convert and when

we came out of  the seminar hall, I suggested to the professor of

history that it would be a good idea if a student of history is

asked to write a dissertation on the research methodology of

Professor Grewal. I did not then realise that one day I will have

to execute this very difficult task. Instead of deducing the details

of  the life of  Guru Nanak from the Janam Sakhis, as did W. H.

McLeod, Professor Grewal, in Guru Nanak in History, 1969, as a

master medievist with felicity in Persian language, the most

important tool of the study of this period, provides us with an

extremely detailed account of the political, social and religious

conditions of  the fifteenth century Punjab. The first section, The

Milieu, has four chapters : Politics, Society, Religion:Islam,

Religion:Hinduism. It is interesting to note that out of these one

hundred and forty pages, one hundred and three are devoted to

the Muslim influence and impact on Punjabi society. This section

is the most detailed, incisive and informative. One marvels at

Grewal’s euridition and the grasp of  the subject. Whether we are

presented with the political administration, the participation of

immigrant or local Muslims or Hindus, nothing is left to conjecture.

The same is true of the presentation of the finest nuances of

the various Sufi genealogies, beliefs, dogmas, practices. Being a

bit of a Sufi himself, Professor Grewal takes us to the bye lanes

of the most mysterious, metaphysical undercurrents of the Sufi

lore that had definitely saturated the popular, anthropological

structures of  Indian society, and the highly sophisticated

philosophical schools of thought. The chapter on Hinduism is

also very properly structured. All the schools and sects of classical

Hinduism along with the yogis, sanyasis, bairagis are discussed in

detail. This section squarely situates the political and the social, the
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physical and the metaphysical, the anthropological and the

cosmological atmosphere that Guru Nanak had to react and

respond. The chapter on Politics delineates the administrative set

up of  the Lodis. This is the period of  the Afghan empire, relatively

calm. The Indians seem to have accepted their fate. There is

widespread conversion of the lower classes to Islam. There is

subjugation, there is suppression, there is inducement. The Hindu

Khatris do not become Muslims but are learning Persian to get

whatever lower level jobs are offered by the Muslim rulers. We

know that Nanak’s father, brother-in-law and later Nanak himself

were all civil servants at one time or another. Hence, Guru Nanak

had had a first hand experience of Muslim rule and the Muslim

religion in all its ramifications. Already there were different Muslim

sects, Ulamas and Mullahs of all types, and of course, the Sufis

with their divergences, their differences.

There were mosques but there were also darghas, there were

also the Sufis, saints, faqirs of Islam spreading the message of

love and endearment and converting the gullible masses to their

faith. The political atmosphere was relatively calm as Professor

Grewal has emphasised but it was also extremely suffocating for

those who had to abandon their faith and fraternity. Nothing was

sacroscant. The ancient Indian culture was fast losing its bearings.

There was no physical turmoil, no battles or armed conflicts during

this lull but the hearts and hearths of the traditional Indian populace

were boiling within. There were the excruciating pains due to the

terrible onslaught of  the unarmed soldiers of  Islam, duly paid

and encouraged by the powers to be, smothering the last vestiges

of the traditional cultural and spiritual heritage. At the advent of

Guru Nanak, the ideological air was toxic, highly poisoned by the

extremely aggressive propagandists of  Islam with the solid backing

of the powerful rulers for whom the sword was the only symbol

of power in this and the other world.

The second chapter, Society, describes how different sections

and different socio-economic levels of Muslims and Hindus began

to be integrated in a larger whole that was India. With the

annexation of  Punjab by Mahmud, Ilbari, Khalji, Tughluq, Syyid

and Afghan rulers there were, for nearly five hundred years, new

rulers, administrators, scholars, men of  letters. There was the

Muslim governance and there was also simultaneously a certain

inquisitive scholarly interpretation of  local religions and customs.

Persian was the official language of jurisprudence and theological

discourse but the Sufis, the main propagandists of the Islamised

creeds, mixed with the local populace, learned their language, and

produced a sizable literature in the vernacular. Besides the

‘immigrants’, the conquerors and their followers, their countrymen,

there was a large number of  newly converted Muslims. These

Hindus turned Muslims, and their tribesmen and women, brought

with them their local beliefs, customs and superstitions. To the

orthodox obviously they represented the heathens who were willing

to be reformed, yet it was not so easy to completely cleanse them

of the native, forbidden religious attitudes, to put them on the

right path of the puritanical doctrine. The fundamentalist Ulamas

had obviously forgotten that most of the orthodox traditions of

Islam were simply pre-Islamic Arabic tribal customs and

conceptions. It was also very significant as Grewal has aptly

remarked (p.34) that ‘by and large the immigrant Muslims were

settled in cities and towns, the pockets of Muslim population in

the countryside were formed by the native born, the converts.

Amongst these newly converts were a number of  tribes. The

Gakhkhars of  the Sindh Sagar Doab is a good example. Also,

whatever may be the Islamic doctrinal position, the Muslim society

in the Punjab was well marked by sectarian discourses as by racial

differences. Even though the Sunnis dominated, the number of

the Shi’as was also not negligible. This situation itself was a cause

enough to heighten tensions in the moral and philosophical code

of  the ruling class. The local habits and attitudes and the Sufi

acceptance of what was harâm for the orthodox was another

element of  social disharmony. Added to this doctrinal confusion

was the luxurious living habits of  the rulers. As Grewal puts it,

‘the aqtâdars in the Punjab, as elsewhere in the Lodi Sultanate,

were the highest nobles and imitated, as far as they could, their

royal masters in pomp and grandeur…they all lived a life of luxury
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and ostentation. The morals of  the age permitted them indulgence

not only in wine and women but also in sodomy with male

sweethearts…It may be mentioned, incidentally that those who

could not afford the luxuries of the privileged class of the nobles

could find consolation in the association of public dancing girls

and prostitutes, for the brothel was almost a recognised institution.

It may also not be out of place to note that most of these

prostitutes were the native slave girls forced to serve the masters.

‘The Hindu society in the rural Punjab was marked by a

preponderance of the jats, particularly in the upper Rechna, upper

Bari and Bist Jullundar doabs…divided into numerous clans, they

had their zamindars, chaudharies and muqaddams; but the bulk

of  the jats consisted of  ordinary cultivators’ (p.53). Without

absolutely rebelling against the ruling class they seem to have

resented oppression that is demonstrated in their folklore.

Compared to the gujjars they were slow in accepting Islam. Most

of them continued to adhere to popular Hinduism. ‘The rajputs,

the brahmans, the khatris and the jats formed no doubt the most

important social groups of  the Hindu society. The rite of  sati and

polygamy are well attested in this medieval period of  the Punjab.

Grewal had earlier remarked that belief in miracles was shared

by almost all the Muslims of the time. In fact without miracles

and mysteries no religion can survive. This is why to understand

the beliefs and conceptual constructs of this period the janam

sakhis of Bala tradition are very significant, however unsatisfactory

their historical accounts may be. While it is true that Bala is never

mentioned in earlier accounts, and most important, not by Bhai

Gurdas, secondly, how come, if  Bala was such a close companion

of Guru Nanak, he simply disappeared during the last years of

Guru Nanak at Kartarpur. Only incidentally he comes to know

that a certain Angad had succeeded his Master, and evidentaly,

Guru Angad also had no idea of his companionship of the Guru.

Obviously, Bala as a witness is a narrative strategy like Damodar

of  Heer but it has had tremendous success. There are innumerable

paintings of Bala and Mardana on the two sides of Guru Nanak.

It serves an excellent purpose of  the discourse of  the Guru having

a Hindu and a Muslim on each side. Whatever their historical

veracity, the Bala janam sakhis are extraordinary sociological

documents. The texts give us insights of  how the Hindu-Sikh

congregations of the seventeenth-eighteenth centuries perceived

Guru Nanak. For them the greatness of  their Guru depended

upon his miracles. The chronological or historical space and time

were irrelevant. Baba Nanak and his companions arrive at the

mythical mount Sumer that is several times higher than mount

Everest. Its splendour is beyond all description. It is covered with

gold and silver with lakes full of  diamonds. The yogis of  all periods

and ages are lying there since centuries. Guru Nanak confronts

them and duly defeats them in philosophical discussions…

Within a wink of  eye they reach the most inaccessible planets.

When a companion asks how many jojans or miles they have

covered, the reply is that they have already travelled millions of

miles and several millions are still left to reach the planet where a

friend of the Guru, whom he knew hundreds of births earlier,

lives. One can easily imagine that compared to these extraordinary

feats, reaching Mecca and moving it was an ordinary affair. The

supremacy over Islam was well established with one stroke.

One cannot take these miracles lightly. Instant displacement,

healing the sick, raising the dead are common miracles in all religions.

They seem to confer divinity on their gurus, sages, prophets. It is

the surreal that governs the real, the supernatural, the natural. All

over the world people go to darghas, temples, churches for

miraculous cures. Very few persons other than the intellectual elite

meditate on the purity of a given doctrine. In Catholic church even

today no one can be declared a saint without the testimony of a

couple of  miracles. Mother Theresa could not be elevated to

sainthood without her miracles of healing the sick, after her death.

Her service to the lepers was only a point of  departure.

The problem with historical research is that the miracles are

not taken as metaphors or conceptual constructions but as

empirically real. The Sikh scholars are bent on proving that the

Mecca was actually physically moved. The supposed shroud of

Jesus has been subjected to DNA tests several times to convince
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the sceptical. Professor Grewal has mentioned the temples of

Sitla Mata and others where Hindus and Muslims pray together.

There are several gods and goddesses whose main function is the

cure of  specific diseases. In Brittany, in France, where my wife

comes from, every village has a saint who cures one or the other

disease. Every church in Europe has at least a couple of ‘relics’,

duly mounted in gold, directly related with the body or the cross

of  Jesus. As far as the ‘relics’ of  the saints are concerned, there is

absolutely no limit. The Bala janam sakhis are also important for

they are set in the rural atmosphere and provide enormous

information about the customs, conventions, miracles,

superstitions, interpretations of the real and the surreal which are

thoroughly fused with each other. No wonder, they were the most

popular texts for centuries.

The third chapter on Islam gives detailed account of  all forms

of orthodox Islamic traditions, followed by the predominant Sufis

at more popular level. It seems that both have coexisted for ever.

The dominant Sunnis and the less dominant but very influential

Shi’as were always there to remind the errant the ‘true’ ways of

Islamic tenets. What mattered most was the Islamic jurisprudence

that governed the ‘personal, commercial, property, and sexual

relations of  Muslims to Muslims and of  Muslims to non-Muslims.’

Even though this body of laws was not always strictly adhered

to, the orthodox classes were reluctant to modify it to suit the

prevalent circumstances. This indeed has been and continues to

be the most important dilemma of  the Muslims all over. These

laws were formulated in the ninth and tenth centuries but none

had had the courage to propose any change. There have been

some attempts at reinterpretation but that is all we have until

now. The ultimate authority was of  course the Qur’an, followed

by the sunna of the prophet, his sayings and his practice. By the

ninth century, critical collections of  hadith, embodying the sunna,

had been prepared by al-Bukhari. This was the standard text for

the Sunnis in India and elsewhere in the Muslim world. There

were also the unorthodox Shi’as who believed in the twelve Imams

following the death of the prophet. Even though the Shi’as

recognised the authority of the Qur’an and the prophet, the dignity

and the authority of the Imam was much more sacred. Imam

was an ‘infallible and sinless being, possessing the Divine Light

handed down from God to Ali’. Then there were the Ismailis

and the Qarmatians. ‘The laws of  the shri’at , according to Ismaili

belief, were not meant for those who possessed esoteric

knowledge and the Qur’an itself had an ‘inner meaning’. However,

the most important forms of  Muslim religious life in the Punjab,

as elsewhere by this time, were embodied in the beliefs and the

practices of the Sufis, the mystics of Islam, asserts Grewal. This

section is the most exhaustive with all the Sufi doctrines, practices,

variations and the overall impact they had on all aspects of the

fifteenth century Punjab. Sufis were not orthodox Muslims yet

they were equally, if  not at times, more respected by the Muslim

rulers. After all the rulers are the most superstitious people, they

were scared of  the miracles of  the Sufi sages. The Sufis believed

in the mystical experience of the union with God. As human soul

and God share divine nature and attributes, through knowledge

and love, one can attain eternal life and be united with God. Love

is the primary attribute. ‘When the lover reaches the utmost limits

of love, then the shâhid (witness) and the mashâhid (witnessed)

become one, says Ain al-Quzzat Hamdani. In the Sufi hierarchy,

the importance given to the sheikh had very interesting implications.

The devotion to and faith in the sheikh, the pir, almost replaced

the pilgrimage to the holy Mecca. ‘The real Ka’ba was in the heart.

This identity of the Ka’ba with the Sufi sage gave rise to all the

legends where the Mecca is often displaced or moved from its

holy precincts, which some scholars have used as precedent of its

movement before the anecdote of the Mecca janam sakhi. The

chapter on Hinduism is brief but it takes care of all the

fundamental issues relevant to the present discussion. After

elucidating the basic six schools of Hinduism, Grewal deals with

the three major sects : Shaivism, Vaishnavism and Shakism. As

Shaivism is more dominant in the medieval Punjab and Kashmir,

its tenets are properly delineated. The yogis of course and their

various traditions are presented in considerable detail. After all it
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is these yogis with whom Guru Nanak had had more serious

dialectical engagements. Apart from the Siddh Gosht, there are

innumerable compositions where the confrontation with the

different sects of the yogis and their practices is most evident.

These yogis, sanyasis, bairagis were very popular, for they

represented the anthropological and cosmological aspirations of

the common man. They were ascetics whose asceticism was by

far the greatest virtue and they performed miracles which were

the hallmark of any spiritual achievement of all sages, Hindu or

Muslim. According to Grewal the yogis welcomed the aspirants

of  lower classes and even women. Obviously, the populace

flocked to their ashrams. Moreover, they believed that ‘the world

is real, not illusory as it is for the Vedanta. Yoga in its widest sense

had old and respectable antecedents. The gradual spread of  yoga

practices, regarded as an admirable way of salvation, can be traced

both in juridico-theological literature and the didactic and religious

portions of  Mahabharta; (p.173). The yogis’ knowledge of  the

herbs and medicinal plants gave them enormous prestige for they

used this knowledge both for physical and spiritual cure. After

Yoga, Grewal presents a detailed account of  the bhakti movement

with its major exponents : Ramanuja, Chaitanya and Ramananda.

This leads us to the most crucial issue of the role of Kabir in this

tradition and what influence or correspondence it had or did not

have with the doctrine of  Guru Nanak. To situate the debate in

its broad parameter, Grewal presents an exhaustive analysis of

the distinctive features of  Kabir’s fusion of  the Hindu-Muslim

theological universe. Kabir’s integrated conceptual construct

includes yogic, bhakti and sufi elements. As a number of  scholars,

both Indian and foreign, have emphasised the influence of Kabir

on Guru Nanak, this section acquires considerable importance in

Guru Nanak’s reponse to the prevalent ideological cobweb. As

Grewal has duly noted (p.127), it was the much maligned W. H.

McLeod who was the first westerner historian who had most

convincingly and logically presented in Punjab History Conference,

1966, that whatever may be the similarities in disparate features

of  their doctrines, Guru Nanak’s overall theological discourse

was an entirely different conceptual construct. It was the same

McLeod who, two years later, in 1968, in his doctoral thesis,

asserted that for Guru Nanak the scriptural discourses of both

Islam and Hinduism were fundamentally wrong. The doctrinal

confusion around the bhakti movement is also due to the

demographic structure of  the Punjabi society. First of  all, in spite

of  the Islamic rule and its enormous political power, the privileged

social classes stuck to their religious practices. Grewal notes ‘the

entrenched orthodoxies of  both Hinduism and Islam’ (p.62). The

popular masses were converted more easily but their conversion

was very deceptive. It was certainly not possible to eradicate the

centuries old anthropological beliefs and superstitions. Political

dynasties can change in a day but the cultural parameters leave

traces both on the outer manifestation of rites and rituals and the

psyche of the people. The extremely disparate and dispersed

Hindus carried with them their old mental constructs into

whichever religious fold they found themselves. Moreover, even

though the Gurus were Khatris, very few Khatris ever followed

the new religion. This demographic imbalance has had very serious

consequences in the later Sikh polity and society. In the second

section, in the chapters on Guru Nanak’s response to all these

issues, the first deals with the Guru’s views on civic society and

polity. Grewal believes that while there is a condemnation of  the

unjust, the corrupt and the immoral, the ideological register is

moral and general and not specific. The contemporary society,

political or religious, is thoroughly rotten. There is no difference

between the Hindus and Muslims. All are drenched in the most

evil designs of the dark age. At times, we get the impression that

Guru Nanak is critical of a specific ruler or a specific religion,

but Grewal’s detailed analysis leads him to believe that this is not

the case. ‘Guru Nanak is totally unconcerned about any

constitutional question. If anything, he wholeheartedly accepts the

monarchical framework. He might condemn the holders of

various offices but not the offices themselves (p.166). Secondly,

‘though he was keenly aware of the Muslim presence in the Punjab

and of Muslim domination in politics, there is little evidence to
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suggest that he condemned the rulers as Muslims… His

observations on some of  the contemporary events are more in

the nature of  general judgment of  the age, a sermon in morality,

rather than a specific condemnation of  Babur or the Lodis (p.167).

When it comes to Guru Nanak’s response to contemporary

society, Grewal is quite categoric in stating that ‘Guru Nanak’s

social comment is more often implicit than explicit and almost

always it has a context which strictly speaking is not social

(p.172)…Guru Nanak’s social comment must be seen in relation

to his general ideas of  human misery (p.174)…In any case, here

there is no direct or indirect criticism of socio-economic realities

as they existed in Guru Nanak’s day (p.177). As far as the situation

of  women is concerned, Grewal’s analysis of  the Guru’s numerous

verses leads him to believe that ‘the image of the ideal wife that

emerges from these metaphors is not unconventional. Even if

she is beautiful, accomplished and well mannered, she is humble

and modest before her Lord. She is completely devoted to him

and obeys his commands with pleasure (p.193). As most of  the

poets of the bhakti and the sufi tradition were men, they relished

the images and metaphors of  devotion and fidelity. This was meant

only for women. There was never any mention of man also being

a devoted and a faithful husband. In conclusion Grewal insists

that Guru Nanak’s criticism of  contemporary society is, in a certain

sense, fundamental…Guru Nanak’s compositions may not prove

a radical departure from the existing order, but a radical departure

would be justified by his compositions (p.196). This is a logical

statement par excellence. I congratulate Professor Grewal for this

incisive and insightful proposition so beautifully enunciated. The

dialectical engagement with contemporary religion or religions

was, of course, the main preoccupation of Guru Nanak. A

number of  scholars have called him either a reformer or the one

who presented a synthesis of Islam and Hiduism or Sufi and

Bhakti devotional movement of the fifteenth and the sixteenth

centuries. While the scriptures of  both religions are mentioned

with reverence, their overall discourse is never approved. ‘It is

absolutely certain that from Guru Nanak’s point of  view these

scriptures were totally irrelevant to salvation, asserts Grewal (p.205).

Further, ‘Guru Nanak’s rejection of  Hindu scriptures and deities

is intimately connected with his repudiation of traditional practices

and modes of  worship (p.206). There is ‘no sympathy for the

traditional Hindu piety and the rites and observations associated

with it (p.209)… Guru Nanak’s attitude towards contemporary

Islam is very similar to his attitude towards Hinduism…The Hindu

and Muslim scriptures are often equated by him (p.227)…In his

attitude towards contemporary religions, Guru Nanak shows little

appreciation for any of the established orders of his times…He

regards Mohammad and his religion as one of the numerous

manifestations of  God’s creation. He refers to Brahma, Vishnu

and Shiva in ways which suggest that he accepted their existence

as real, but they appear as the creatures of God, deprived of all

functions and subject to mâyâ and to death (p.232). This discussion

can be illustrated by Guru nanak’s two very significant

compositions; arbad narbad dhundukara and gagan me thâl . In

the eighteenth century, French philosophers used to explicate the

prevalent inequalities and injustices by positing a hypothetical zero

state of  society, followed by progressive states of  deterioration.

This is how Rousseau derived and described the social and

political problems of eighteenth century Europe. Three hundred

years before this logical exercise, in the fifteenth century, Guru

Nanak juxtaposed cosmology against anthropology and delineated

a progressive deterioration in all spheres of social, political and

religious life of his countrymen, of humanity at large. Once upon

a time, long, long ago, it was all dark, all silence, a cosmic

immobility. There was no day, no night, no sun to set, to rise, no

men, no women, no castes, no creeds, no discriminations, no

frivolous disputes. The architectonic structure of  this conceptual

construct presents a series of negative propositions to demonstrate

the progressive deterioration of  social and spiritual life of  humanity.

All that is, once upon a time, did not exist. The conceptual

opposition of this existence and non-existence, of being and

nothingness, of absolute void and extreme disturbance in the space

charged with the sacred and the profane, is an inevitable logical
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conclusion of historical progression. And yet, the underlying

discourse is manifest all over. What is and what it has led to need

not have been the way we have it today. Progressively, Guru Nanak

continues to present a proposition of an event, a happening, an

advent,  a new movement, social, political or religious and then

draws the logical consequence it led to. In this long composition,

the Guru advances the most ruthless critique of all religious and

anthropological hypocrisy that was unfortunately the hallmark of

social life throughout the centuries. In the second composition,

gagan me thâl, in the Arti, that the Guru juxtaposes to this chaotic

state of  anthropology, there is the cosmic vision of  universe, of

nature, of  humanity enjoying the eternal bliss. The cosmic order is

the natural order, an order that elevates, that leads human beings to

sublime heights. The anthropological order is the order of  false rituals,

of dresses and diets, of corrupt practices, of divisions and disputes,

of  cruelty and misery. However, within this space of  anthropology

and cosmology there is a dialectical interrelation. Within the

anthropological order there is the possibility of ethical conduct, truth,

love and grace. The metonymic, ritual behaviour can be replaced by

metaphorical sublimation. This conceptual construct of Guru Nanak

does not separate the human from the divine, anthropology from

cosmology. In fact, it presents a certain equilibrium, a certain harmony

of  the two spaces. In the chapter on the Goal and the Path of  Guru

Nanak, Grewal discusses in detail the basic concepts of the discourse

of  Guru Nanak : Truth, Name, Shabad (hukam) the Divine Order.

Grewal explicates that the concepts of  the truth, the Name, the Word

and the Divine Preceptor bear a basic identity in the compositions

of  Guru Nanak…In its primary connotation, the Truth underlines

the eternity that belongs to God alone and comes into sharp relief in

contrast with His creation. The Word and its Name provide the

means of  knowing God and God’s revelation, they are the proper

objects of  man’s contemplation (p.243).

What distinguishes Guru Nanak’s bhakti from the religion

of  the Vaishnava bhagats is not so much his emphasis on bhai as

the fact that his bhâva is addressed directly to God Himself and

not to any avatar. This has serious implications. For example, the

emphasis upon nâm japnâ or nâm simarnâ (to repeat or to

remember the Name) assumes an altogether different complexion

when the true import of  the Name and the Word has been grasped.

It is not the repetition of the name Gobind or Hari which is

being recommended, asserts Grewal, what is being recommended

is meditation on the nature of  God and His attributes.

Consequently the remembrance of God comes to embrace

thought, word and deed…This meditation on the nature and

attributes of  God is the core of  Guru Nanak’s religious discipline

(p.261). To sum up, with the aid of  meditation on the revelation

of God all around oneself and of dedicated devotion exclusively

to the One True Lord, man may progress on the path of  realising

higher and higher truth. The accent is strongly upon ascent to

higher and higher levels of  understanding and experience (p.281)…

To conclude this short presentation, I believe that Hew

McLeod and Jagtar Singh Grewal have done a highly

commendable job. Their interpretations may not please all, to be

human is to err, only the Guru is above all blemish. In spite of

the fact that their point of academic departure is the same : the

University of London and Anglo-Saxon empiricism but they came

with different intellectual and cultural backgrounds which to some

extent has inflected their approach to historical critique. Their

methodologies are different but not opposing. I consider them

complementary to each other. We do need to have some idea of

the man, Nanak, for every cosmology must have a sound base in

anthropology however unsatisfactory the results may be due to

the paucity of evidence, and we certainly need a logically coherent

formulation of  the systematic theology of  Guru Nanak. In both

these aspects of historical reconstruction of the discursive

formations of  the extremely disparate Janam Sakhis and the

dialectic of the epistemological construct,  Hew McLeod has

reached the heights rarely attained by any scholar. Jagtar Singh

Grewal has looked at the whole problematic from another point

of  view. After presenting an incisive and authentic account of

polity, society, religions, he concentrated on the Guru’s response

to all these very ticklish issues which have bothered the historians
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of  religion for centuries. The conceptualization is of  the highest

philosophical order, and both history and theology, physics and

metaphysics, anthropology and cosmology are juxtaposed in their

intense dialectical relationship. The topic of  their researches, Guru

Nanak in History, is obviously of  great significance. But what

impresses me most is their scholarship, their extremely incisive

scientific investigation, their methodological finesse. I am not a

student of  history,  I cannot vouch for the veracity of  their

conclusions. But I am a student per se. I have spent a few years

of my life in the study of the theories of interpretation of an

eminent French logician of  the twelfth century, Pierre Abélard,

who believes that there is no direct correspondence between the

word and the object it is supposed to explicate. The word leads

to the idea, the idea to the thing, he said. Without the intermediary

universe of ideological or conceptual constructs, there is no

signification. To signify is to generate intellection, he asserts. Words

and facts do not signify anything by themselves, they have to be

interpreted in their respective conceptual universes. I admire science

and logic. In intertextual dialectic and in the highly complex domain

of conceptual reconstruction, McLeod and Grewal have attained

semiological crystallisations rarely witnessed in the annals of

historical scholarship. Hence, my salutations to these two noble

sons of  humanity. I can well understand Professor Indu Banga’s

misgivings, for to be the greatest historian when there are hardly

five of any mentionable stature, is not much of a compliment. If

I am permitted to rephrase her opening sentence, I would state

that both Hew McLeod and Jagtar Singh Grewal are eminent

historians who stand tall amongst the most eminent of all nations

and religions.

Postscript

Professor McLeod reviewed my book, Baba Nanak, in

International Journal of Punjab Studies in 2003 and wrote : “Baba

Nanak, far from being cast in the style which one normally associates

with the ‘poetry’ of English translations of the Adi Granth, is in

fact an excellent piece of work…The style in which the life and

travels of Baba Nanak is recorded makes exceedingly pleasant

reading and those who wish to have the story well told as simple

but effective English poetry will find Gill’s work a delight.”

This was quite a surprise for me, for earlier I had reviewed a

book of McLeod where I was not so nice, to say the least…In

2007 when Punjabi University published my translations of Nanak

Bani in two volumes, I sent a copy to Professor McLeod

mentioning that his review had inspired and encouraged me to

continue in that direction. I had had no personal contact with

professor McLeod, so my address was quite impersonal.

Incidentally I mentioned that I was reading his work on the Janam

Sakhis and I was struck by the extreme incision of his

methodology. During those days I was working on a paper on

Lévi-Strauss and I wrote to him that I will probably refer to

his work in my study…This was the beginning of the e-mail

correspondence during the last months of his life…I reproduce

here the three more important e-mails.

August 21, 2008.

Dear Harjeet

Thank you very much for the three volumes which have been

duly delivered , particularly volume 1 of Nanak Bani. I am very

pleased that my words have been reproduced on the back cover and

I am particularly pleased to have it autographed. And thank you also

for the other two volumes.

I have been reflecting on what a pity it  was that we

never met during my eight years in the Punjab and my

frequent return visits there. There was one occasion which I
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recollect when you were part of a group whom I met during a

visit to Patiala but that did not permit face to face conversation.

Apart from that there was I fear absolutely nothing. And now alas

I can no longer visit the Punjab. Health reasons mean that I cannot

venture outside New Zealand and so we are doomed not to meet

(unless of course you pay New Zealand a visit).

But there is at least e-mail.

Best wishes, Hew.

Feb 14, 2009.

Dear Harjeet,

Your paper arrived this week and it came as a tremendous

surprise. You had prepared me to some extant by your earlier message

but the paper really floored me. Early Sikh Tradition is my favourite

work but I never imagined that it would receive the attention which

you have given to it. I am still recovering. Thank you very very much

for your treatment of it.

Best wishes, Hew.

April 10, 2009.

Dear Harjeet,

The postman has this week delivered three translations by

you and I am grateful for them. Very very grateful. I feel that I

should be giving you something in return but nothing can I see.

All I can give you are my very sincere thanks.

And then there is the copy of your paper delivered at the Grewal

conference in Amritsar. For this too I am very glad to read it though

there I feel that I should enter an objection. The fellow McLeod

whom you cover in the opening pages certainly isn’t the marvelous

creature that you make him out to be. You should tone down what

you write about him. He has you know feet of  clay. I can report

however that he did enjoy those comments. I wonder how they

would have been heard by those attending the conference.

So once again I must say how grateful I am, both for the

three books and for the copy of  your GNDU paper.

Best wishes, Hew.

Everything Is Yours

By Rosalia Scalia

Qurban Singh ties the strings of  his new, bright red running shoes

just as Max steps out of the shower and enters the bedroom. A

towel wrapped around his torso and another in his hand drying

his hair, Max drops both to the floor, and while Qurban admires

his partner’s taut six-pack abs, he winces as the wet towels fall.

He’s lived in America since the age 9, and still couldn’t understand

things people took for granted, like two, sometimes three towels

per shower. He always uses only one, even with his waist-long

hair, now tied neatly into a topknot and covered by a black patka.

Qurban scoops the towels off the floor and makes his way toward

the bathroom to hang them up. He does not live here with Max,

but he’s here often enough that the apartment reflects his passions,

like the art photo of  the Golden Temple and the brass Khanda

on the hallway wall, his grandfather’s 19-inch regimental sword,
called kirpan, brandishing the living room wall above the TV,

some black and white art photography, and his penchant for

neatness.  Wearing black spandex gym clothes, he’s ready to hit

his cycling class before work, his long-time morning routine, the

opposite of  Max who goes to the gym after work and who

teaches the most popular of  evening group cycling classes.

“I’d have picked them up, my dear-ji. You didn’t give me a

chance,” Max says, stepping into a pair of  boxers. It’s 5:15 a.m.

and Max, an on-air reporter for a morning TV news show, must

arrive to work too early to squeeze in a morning workout. Qurban

drapes the towels over the shower curtain pole, and when he

emerges from the bathroom, Max, pointing to Qurban’s shoes,

screams with delight.  “Holy Crap, can they get any redder or

louder? They look like clown shoes! A person can’t help but notice

them! They’re awesome!”

Qurban shrugs, offers a half smile. “I liked the color, and the

price. On sale. Rare to find Nikes anywhere for less than $30.”

Max laughs with real joy. “Honey, there’s a reason no one
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bought those shoes, and you found them on the sale rack.

They’re so bright! It’s not going to kill you to pay retail for

something every once in a while, but I love how nonchalant

you are about wearing fire engine red shoes. You’ve got to

wear a red turban to match,” he said, his blue eyes twinkling.

“I wish I had the courage to wear something that bodacious,”

Max says, dressing quickly, pulling on a tank undershirt, his

light blue dress shirt, the pants to his black pin-striped suit,

adjusting his shirttails in his pants.

“They are considered loud?” Qurban asks. He kisses the top

of  Max’s head and Max hugs him quickly, saying, “Late, late,

late.”  Qurban packs the red turban, neatly folded into a large

square into his gym bag with a nod to Max, along with his hospital

scrubs, jeans, a tee-shirt and a red bandanna. “Red turban, as per

your suggestion,” he says. “Black fifty, though,” he holds up the

long tie-like fabric that fills the triangle in the front of his turban.

Max nods approval.

“Funny how you can wear these screaming-notice-me-or-

die red shoes, but you can’t tell your family about us. Don’t you

think they already know?” Max asks, nodding at the shoes. He

straightens his tie, adjusts it in the mirror one last time. “They

can’t possibly just think you’re just cheap. I bet your brother

knows,” Max says, examining his reflection in the mirror.

Qurban shakes his head no. “Absolutely not. Not on the radar.

I don’t want to hurt my parents,” he says. “They’ve been through

enough without me adding more complications.”

Max, who’s combing his hair into the poofy TV look sets

the brush on the bed and faces him. “How does being truthful

complicate things? You forget, I’m half  desi, and I know the

tune. They’re going to start pushing back all your flimsy excuses

for avoiding marriage, if  they haven’t already. And then what?

What about the four years we’ve been together? You going to

complicate that by adding a wife and kids? I’m not doing that.

Just so you know.”

“Your family is different. No comparison. Your whole being

advertises how different your family is. Your mother’s not Indian,

and you grew up here,” Qurban  says, sounding sharper than he

wants. “You have no idea,” he adds, softening his tone.

Max blinks, and stares at him with his piercing eyes, and Qurban

knows he’s hurt him, but says nothing. He instead continues to pack

gym bag and after work clothes into his bag, glancing up at Max,

who has not yet moved. Max is beautiful, a cocktail, his father’s

thick Indian curly hair and light brown skin contrasting with his

mother’s intense blue eyes, straight nose and dimples. Qurban has

seen both women and men press their numbers into his hands,

invite him places, to parties, and Max flashes his beautiful, dimpled

smile, making them each feel important, but later tossing the numbers,

saying, “I’ve got my own personal guy. Why would I want anyone

else?”  Qurban’s heart beats faster when Max says this. He loves this

man, like no other.

“Why can’t you be authentic?” Max asks, buttoning his shirt.

“Why can’t you be yourself, or am I and what we have together

some kind of holding pattern until you start living your real life

with a wife we both know you don’t want?”

Qurban zips his gym bag. “It’s not like that,” he says. He sets

the bag onto the floor. “It’s not want you think.”

Max shakes his head. “I’m a bit tired of being your hidden

friend. Four years now, and everyone in my world knows you,

knows who you are. I haven’t even met your parents, your brother,

and you haven’t invited me to your house for any of the high

holidays. Not even diwali.” Max picks up the brush, the same one

he uses to brush long strokes in Qurban’s loosened hair and hurls

it across the room. “Damn it, my dear-ji. It’s not right.”

Qurban knows this is true and says nothing. He knows he

first liked boys when he was in 6th grade and waited for the feelings

to fade away. He knows he told himself  that he liked girls, too,

like his brother and pretended, acting like his brother around girls

who visited his family, but the day never came when he felt as

excited about any girl the way he did for boys. He was still waiting

for the feelings for boys to fade away and for girls to develop in

college when he finally realized that they would never fade and

girls would never excite him, and that he was gay. But he hasn’t
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told his parents, so fixated on children, on expanding the family,

especially after so many were lost. He hasn’t considered children,

or fatherhood, or marriage, emotionally tied to Max but to his

family, too.

Qurban imagines Max playing with his hair, oiling it,

wrapping a hot wet towel around it, and then running his fingers

around his temples and through his beard to his chin, and he imagines

the massages, and Max’s tongue turning him into quivering jelly,

and his own hands touching Max and his lips kissing him and every

cell in his body loving him. Qurban feels his heart burst. He imagines

all the papers that Max has helped him with, all the books they’ve

read and discussed, and the museums they visited, the trips they’ve

taken, the plays they saw together, the meals that Max has prepared

for them. He can’t imagine life without Max, but he also can’t imagine

one with their relationship open, and he doesn’t want to choose

between his family and Max.  He’s stuck in a terrible spot, and he

wonders what awful things he did in a previous life that put him

into such a quandary in this one. Qurban retrieves the brush from

the floor and hands it to Max, whose  fingers sweep his, sending an

electric jolt through him.

“Got to go, or I’ll be late and won’t get a bike,” he says, softly.

 “And the answer is no,” Max says, sounding cross. He’s

checking his brief case. He disconnects his cell phone from the

charger and drops it in his black satchel.

“No, what?” Feeling antsy to leave, wanting to get to class in

time to get a bike but not wanting to leave Max feeling angry,

Qurban waits.

“No. I’m not playing that age-old game of  Let’s Pretend after

your parents push you into a marriage you know is dishonest.

Pretend you’re straight and see me on the side. I’m not doing it. It’s

not fair to any woman who thinks she’s getting a straight husband,

or to me. And I’m not sure I want to keep doing it now, you still

stuffed in the closet but out enough to wear those damn notice-

me-already shoes,” Max says,  pointing at Qurban’s feet.

Qurban picks up his gym bag. “Can we talk about this later?”

he asks, wanting to avoid the subject. For a moment, he envies

Max his mixed–up, cocktail family, Indian father, English mother,

raised in the US, his sister and her Chinese husband and their

jokes about their “Chindo” baby, a veritable United Nations in

one family. Qurban’s family is just his parents and his brother, all

lucky to be alive, and he wants to protect them, shield them as he

couldn’t when he was 8 years old, huddling with them, his

grandfather and uncle, and aunties and grandmother and most

of their neighbors at the Delhi gurdwara for safekeeping that

wasn’t safe at all.

Max sits on the bed, his hands rubbing his face, what he

does when he’s extremely upset. “We can get married, you know.

It’s legal in a growing number of  states,” Max says, but doesn’t

take his hands from his face when he does. He avoids facing

Qurban as he drops the marriage bomb. Stomach clenched in a

knot, Qurban wants to go to him, to comfort him, hug him tightly

in his arms and murmur how everything will turn out alright, to

whisper how he wants nothing more than to spend the rest of his

life with him, but he knows it’ impossible, and he isn’t sure if it

will be alright, so he doesn’t want to give Max false hope that will

hurt him later, or be pushed down a road he can’t go.

“Please understand,” Qurban says, keeping his voice low, lest

it crack. Leaving a large piece of himself behind with Max,

Qurban shuts the bedroom door quietly, though his heart thumps

harder and faster than any dhol drum he’s ever heard.  In the car,

in his gym bag, his phone chirps. Max has sent a text. “please

understand: ilu,” their shorthand for “I love you.” He texts back,

“me2,” unwilling to tell Max the entire phrase, fooling only himself

and not Max, because Max knows how much Qurban loves him

after four years, and he doesn’t want to hurt Max in the event he

does find himself agreeing to an arranged marriage, after all.

Later, after cycling, after he showers and steps into his surgical

scrubs, Qurban uses the mirror to re-brush his hair, retie his

topknot, retie his black patka and tie on his red banana. The gym

lacks doorknobs so he’ll tie his turban on when he gets to his

office in the surgical unit. In the mirror, the image staring back at

him is not unpleasant with large, dark eyes that Max says shine
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like black diamonds. He considers his nose too prominent but it

fits his face, and years of strength training and cycling turned him

muscular and lean, solid and strong. Women have hit on him, too,

asking him to join them for lunch, or dinner, or at some stage

event for which they happened to have two tickets. He always

declines because he wants to spend his precious little free time

only with Max. In the mirror, Qurban flexes his biceps, and smiles

because Max sometimes calls him “Maharaja.”

On Penn Street, Qurban walks toward his surgical unit at the

University of Maryland Medical Center and hears the Shock

Trauma helicopter rumbling over head, its engine deafening as

usual. He always looks up when he hears the yellow and green air

ambo, but today he looks down at his red shoes, watching them

on his feet to see if they do look like clown shoes, watches them

on his feet while he walks north on Penn Street toward the medical

school building.  He pulls his jacket tighter over his scrubs because

the wind bites as it swirls piles of leaves and litter around his feet.

Qurban sidesteps the piles to keep his shoes clean. He thinks of

Max, but then tries not to think of him sitting on the bed rubbing

his face with his hands, or the marriage-word bomb. He tries not

to think of losing Max, his stomach tenses at the thought, and he

tries to resolve the situation in the methodical way he thinks through

a surgery. First step. He tells his parents yet again that he doesn’t

want to get married. Second step: He sees disappointment cloud

their faces, hears his mother ask, “Well, what’s the hold-up now?

You’re 37, babu, and not getting any younger.” Third step: He

introduces Max, a nice half- Indian boy who charms the socks

off them the way he works his magic with everyone, his dimples

like parentheses around his smile, and then he imagines his mother

asking Max why he isn’t married at the ripe age of 40, and step

four: Max, without hesitation, blurts he’s gay. Just like that, and

that’s where the method ends. Why should they know at all? Why

hurt them needlessly? It’s not the trajectory he’s supposed to follow.

Maybe it’s best to avoid all trajectories, he thinks, this way no one

gets hurt. Not Max. Not his parents. He wonders if  his brother

surmises as Max has suggested, then dismisses it. Amritpreet carries

his own burdens, weighty ones; events at the gurdwara so long

ago have cast its long shadow, enveloping his veerji, older brother,

into the gloom of drug abuse. Heroin, opiates in any shape or

form, painkillers all.

The helicopter sounds louder than usual. Qurban glances at

it hovering over the trauma building as it attempts to land,

wondering who’s aboard. The Penn Street crowd consists of  those

familiar faces he sees every morning from among the university’s

students, employees, hospital administrators, visitors.  Above, the

helicopter’s blades whip the air, and his bandana nearly blows

off. Qurban puts his hand over his head to keep his bandana in

place and watches as the helicopter descends to land. The wind

pushes it sideways, its blades nicking the medical school’s brick

walls, sending a spray of  sharp red chips into a random shower.

Tiny brick chunks prick Qurban’s arms through his jacket.

Mesmerized by helicopter’s struggle, Qurban, like others on Penn

Street, watches it.

 “Holy Fucking Shit! Did you feel those bricks? Like a

thousand darts,” says a voice shouting over the drone of  the

helicopter engine. A man in a wheelchair is pointing at the sky.

The helicopter’s still fanning blades jerk the cab back a few feet,

and it then lurches backward from the trauma building, falling

like a stone toward the street, two blocks ahead.

“Shit, we got to get outta here, fast!” the wheelchair

man says.

Awestruck, Qurban observes the machine fall backward, its

rear blades hitting and gouging the asphalt, thrusting the whole

vehicle up like a missile before it drops again and topples over. A

loud boom reverberates, shaking Penn Street when the helicopter’s

cab hits the ground, its rotary still spinning, blades hitting the

asphalt and the brick buildings with a resounding thawacks until

helicopter skids in their direction, stopped by two blades

embracing the two corner buildings like splintered arms. The thing

explodes into a huge fireball. Helicopter parts, chunks of stone,

brick, asphalt and glass fly toward them.

“Shit, oh my GOD,” wheel chair man bellows, and a woman
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screams. Pedestrians run, scattering in multiple directions. Qurban

notices the wheelchair man’s hands trembling as he fumbles with

the wheelchair’s controls, the chair moving in circles, but his eyes

are drawn to the crash scene where the fireball dances like a gypsy,

shooting flames in every direction, igniting everything flammable

in this path.

Hey Mister, MOVE! Run!” wheelchair man shouts at him.

The urgency in the voice pulls Qurban from his fascination

with the crash scene. “Unlock the breaks, put it in manual,” he

yells at the man in the wheelchair, tossing his gym bag onto the

man’s thighs.

Surprised at how heavy the chair feels compared to how it

looks, Qurban uses all his might to turn the chair south, toward

Lombard Street, pushing it away from the heat and spreading

fire, joining a throng of others fleeing the fireball.

“Wait! Stop! Incoming,” the man yells. His body is twisted

so that he sees the crash scene behind them. “It’s going to come

down right in front of  us. Stop! Stop! Stop running for a second.”

“No way!” Qurban yells, jogging now, grateful for the

red running shoes, though the wheel chair and its occupant

slow his escape.

“You’re going to get us both killed!” the man screams, still

looking behind. “Stop one minute, please!” he shouts, his eyes

pleading for Qurban to listen. A burning piece of debris drops in

front of  them, and Qurban swerves to avoid it without stopping.

Another piece of falling debris hits a man behind them, who

screams in pain. Others pass them, rushing toward Lombard.

Qurban points the chair as close to the wall of a university building

as possible to avoid falling debris, but is unable get close enough.

Decorative concrete planters line the outside of one building and

Qurban struggles to maneuver  the too-wide wheelchair between

the wall and the planters and runs in  a zig zag to avoid falling

debris.  The man in the wheelchair continues looking behind, while

Qurban focuses on what lies ahead. Obstacles set close to the

buildings’ walls—benches, concrete planters, bike stands, force

Qurban to return to the middle of the street. The smell of burning

plastic gags them both, and Qurban tries unsuccessfully to avoid

smoldering and still burning helicopter parts falling around them.

The smaller pieces hit him, burning his arms, shoulders, neck and

back through his clothes and pain radiates through his whole body.

“It’s gaining on us,” the wheel chair man says, sounding a bit

panicked, but Qurban  can’t view what’s behind them and pushes

the chair faster. Smoke fills the air; the smell of  fuel infuses the

area, and Qurban’s eyes itch and water. The kara on his right arm

and his wristwatch on his left absorb the pervading heat and

begins slowly burning his flesh. While running, he snaps off his

watch and hands it to the man in the wheel chair and then quickly

stuffs the fabric of his jacket underneath the kara, but it doesn’t

stay put. As he runs, the fabric loosens, and the kara’s metal burns

him. Both Qurban and wheelchair man cough from the smoke.

People on the sidewalks drop to their hands and knees searching

for fresh air, Qurban stops pushing the chair, so that he, too, can

bend down low to the ground to catch his breath. Smeared with

ash and now filthy, his new red shoes look scorched in places. His

face is lower than the wheelchair man’s and the wheel chair man

says, “Nestor. I’m Nestor,” in between hacks.

“Call me Q,” Qurban says, choking on smoke, wanting to

avoid the usual stumbling over his name, using the nickname from

elementary school when he first arrived.

Sirens split the air.  “Ambos. The ambos,” Nestor says,

rubbing his eyes. “Behind us. They’re going to run us over if  we

don’t get out of  the way.”

Qurban puts his face as close to the ground as possible to

inhale a smoke free breathe, rises, and pushes the chair as close as

possible toward the wall. The medical center’s entire ambo fleet

races south away from the fireball. “The ER entrance is blocked,”

Qurban says, realizing that the emergency room is not a good

place for shelter. He moves his kara up and down his arm but

everywhere it touches sears him.  Qurban imagines Max at the tv

news studio, hearing about the crash, probably sick with worry

and calling his cell a hundred times, trying to wrangle the reporting

assignment for it.  Buried in the gym bag on Nestor’s lap, Qurban
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can’t get to his cell phone, and now he regrets not saying “I love

you too,” in the text he sent back in the morning. Already moist

from the smoky air, Qurban’s eyes now grow wet with regret.

The heat from the fireball scorches their throats, and sweat

beads form on their arms and foreheads.  Once the ambo fleet

passes, Qurban presses forward, returning with the wheelchair to

the middle of the street. A throng of people are bottlenecked at

the point Penn Street narrows, everyone fleeing in the same

direction, jostling each other because forward movement has

stopped. In his wheel chair, Nestor panics, brown eyes bulging

from his head. He flails his arms, screams at the people in front

to move out of  the goddamn way.  A large piece of  debris hits

Qurban’s left arm, searing his flesh, and he yelps in pain before he

flips it, still smoldering, with his fingers to the asphalt. His fingers

and arm charred, but Qurban swallows his pain, absorbing it

because knows Nestor is already panicking. Falling debris hits

those around him, and he hears their cries and screams, and people

behind them begin pushing forward in their panic, screaming

“Run,” trampling those in front. Someone pushes Qurban

forward and he falls into the back of  the chair. A large piece of

debris hits Nestor’s bald head and it sits there, burning him. Nestor

screams, raising his arms to his charred head just as Qurban smacks

it off  and the piece hits Qurban’s hand. The pain in Qurban’s arm

and now hand nearly blinds him, and he stops pushing the

wheelchair to cradle it, but his right arm smarts, too, from heated

kara. He pictures Max’s dimpled smile, his exuberance, and his

aura of  happiness, and he wonders if  he’ll be able to push Nestor’s

wheel chair away from Penn Street before the fireball catches

them, if he’ll see Max again, if he’ll see his parents and Amritpreet

again, and feels his stomach tighten at the loss. The wind rises,

bringing with an overpowering smell of fuel and burning flesh.

“Wind’s going to push that damn fireball toward us faster,”

Nestor says, surveying the scene around them. “Hey listen, Q, no

sense both of  us getting caught in this mess. Look, you can shoot

down the side street there—it’ll take you onto Lombard, just like

this one, but you’ll be able to move ahead faster without me

slowing you down. I appreciate getting me this far, considering I

don’t know you from Adam,” Nestor says, extending his hand to

Qurban. Appalled, Qurban doesn’t answer, and ignores his

extended hand, and Nestor fills the silence. “I’m already on

borrowed time. I should’ve died in the accident that messed up

my legs.”

They both cough now, hacking, along with the others escaping

the crash. Qurban and Nestor can hardly see each other through

the smoky fog.

“Ridiculous!” Qurban says finally, between hacks. “Are you

crazy Nestor?” Both of  his arms ache but he pushes Nestor in

the wheelchair inches closer toward Lombard, focusing now on

putting one foot in front of the other and getting them both

away from the danger area. Nestor begins breathing noisily, fighting

for each breath and Qurban recognizes asthma attack symptoms.

His arms, hands, neck and back smarts; his throat burns, and his

chest hurts for want of fresh air, but he knows that none of that

will kill him as fast as an untreated asthma attack in this smoky

fog will kill Nestor. He pushes Nestor’s chair back toward the

wall where it’s going to be harder to escape the approaching

flames, repeats “Wahe-Guru, God Almighty,” and roots through a

pouch tied to the chair’s side for an inhaler. Nestor fights for

breath now, and Qurban frantically searches for the medicine. It’s

nowhere. He digs through Nestor’s pants pockets, finds it, and

holds Nestor’s head up and back, slips his fingers into the side of

his mouth, pinches his nostrils, expressing the inhaler until Nestor’s

breathing smoothes.

“Hey man, been following your red shoes lead the way

through the smoke. Thanks man, whoever you are,” a woman’s

voice calls to him and recedes. Qurban wants to laugh. What did

Max say? “Notice-me-or-die shoes.”

“Breathe Nestor, breathe,” he says, expressing the inhaler

when Nestor fights to breathe again. Surprised, Qurban notices

holes burned through Nestor’s clothing where debris has hit him.

Nestor hasn’t complained about being burned anywhere else but

his head. Nestor begins breathing normally, well, as normally as
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possible, as he’s no longer fighting for breath, but the smoky haze

for an asthmatic has become a concern. Qurban knows that he

must get Nestor to a triage station sooner than later. Qurban

presses through the griping throng, disembodied voices in the

smoke filled street telling him to “watch out,” and “where you are

going with that fucking chair” and “get the fuck out of  the way,

stupid ass,” but Qurban shrugs them off, moving the chair forward,

and back in the middle of the street and toward Lombard Street

where it’s safer away from the crash site. Others push pass them

because flames are now licking their heels. Qurban feels the heat

and forces himself not to look behind and to focus on moving

ahead. He fears pushing the chair faster lest he run someone down.

Finally, the air thins slightly and they emerge onto Lombard Street,

where he sees fire engines’ blinking lights through the smoky haze.

Qurban also sees the orange and yellow tongues of the fire behind

them reflected in the windows of the parked cars on Lombard,

and there, nearly free of  the danger zone, he freezes.

The smell of seared flesh and fuel, the taste of smoke, the

itch in his eyes, the burned throat and his injured arms but mostly

the sight of the dancing fire reflected in the car windows remind

him of a Delhi he tries to forget. Images tumble into mind from

when he was 8 and huddling at the Rakab Ganj Gurdwara with

his family and neighbors. His grandmother sat on the floor and

rocked them both, whimpering, squeezing him tighter and tighter

in her arms until he can’t breathe, repeating “Wahe-Guru, God

Almighty.” She squeezed him so tight, he broke free and ran away,

and she screamed at him with a strange crazy sound in her voice

to hurry back now, her arms raised for him. She didn’t chase him

like she usually did, and he didn’t want her to squeeze him anymore.

She cried. He ran to his father at the front of the gurdwara where

men with guns and kirpans congregated behind the heavy, wooden

doors, where he saw his father with a stern expression and more

tears, where his father stared through the broken glass of the

front windows, where others held his father from running outside.

Following his father’s gaze, he saw Papaji, grandfather, and Thaya,

Uncle, outside the gurdwara gate, on the ground, fireballs dancing

on them. More men than he could count, men with sticks and

iron rods, threw rocks and bricks at the gurdwara and at his uncle

and Papaji, and poked them through the fireball with sticks and

rods. He saw two policemen watching, and they looked like the

toy soldiers his Papaji had given him. His father struggled to break

free of  the men holding him. “Think of  your sons,” they said.

Qurban watched the men with sticks and rods, confused that they

looked happy that the fireballs were turning Papaji and Taya black.

He heard them screaming, “Get the sardars. Get them all,” and

“Let us cut your hair, and we’ll let you go.” Maybe someone on the

gurdwara roof shot at them. The men with sticks and rods became

distracted, allowing his father and some others to run outside quick,

douse the fireball on uncle with a water bucket and pull uncle still

alive back inside, and that was when Qurban gagged and vomitted

from uncle’s burnt-up smell.

The smell that gagged him when he was 8 years old inside

the gurdwara is the same one permeating Lombard Street. His

injured arms radiate pain, and he notices that his left jacket sleeve

is melted, his skin as charred as Papaji’s and Taya’s on that day at

the gurdwara when everything seemed so unpredictable and fragile.

Qurban remembers wondering when Papaji and Uncle would

get up and be themselves again, like on a TV show, but his

grandfather stayed still outside the gurdwara, and Qurban knew

he wouldn’t get up and be his Papaji anymore. His father and the

other men argued with the police, who wouldn’t allow them to

leave the gurdwara to bring uncle to the hospital for medical

care. His grandmother poured cool water all over uncle, saying,

“Sabh kuchh tera, tu antaryaami... tu sabhan ka Suami.”

“Everything is Yours, O Inner-knower, Searcher of  hearts; You

are the Lord God of all.” She prayed and cried and poured

water. Eyes big as mangoes, Amritpreet, older by two years, clung

to their mother, mute, until he reached for Uncle with his hand,

his thin pointer finger extended, ready to touch the one spot of

Uncle that wasn’t blackened before grandmother smacked his

hand away with such force, it thrust him from his mother’s arms

onto the floor, and he wailed.
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His left hand, his left arm throbbing, Qurban sucks a breath

in through his teeth. “Hey, Q, let’s go. I can’t leave you here by

yourself,” Nestor says, his voice weak. Nestor smiles before

slumping sideways in the wheelchair. The reflection in the windows

shows the bright fire ball on Penn Street continuing its odd-two

step toward them, and Qurban shakes himself into action. His

new red shoes look old now but he can still hear Max’s delight,

and he realizes everything he has is nothing without Max.

“Hey Nestor, who’s your family? Wife? Somebody we can

call for you? Qurban asks.

Nestor shakes his head. “She left when this happened,” he

says. “She was in it for the better, but not the worse,” he jokes,

but Qurban sees the hurt in his eyes. “Me, myself  and I, one big

happy family,” he adds, his voice a weak whisper. Numerous burns

dotting his arms and section of  his legs not covered by the gym

bag, asthmatic, Nestor smiles at his own joke, and then says in a

halting voice. “Thank you, Q, for not leaving me back there. For

not giving me up.”

“Never an option for me,” Qurban says. “Let’s roll, Nestor!”

Jogging now, Qurban pushes Nestor toward the Greene Street

hospital entrance where he knows from a previous disaster exercise

that a triage area will be established. Nestor needs immediate medical

care, and Qurban slides into doctor mode, making a mental note

to follow-up with him. The radiating pain in his arms and back

reminds Qurban that he needs the same thing, and he worries if his

injuries will affect his surgical career. After he settles Nestor into the

triage, before he allows himself to be treated, Qurban hunts for his

phone in his gym bag and sees that Max has blown it out with

missed calls, texts and voice mails. “Wahe-Guru, Everything is yours,”

he murmurs. He’s alive and he needs to call Max.

Of Men and Memories: Srinagar the Dream City

By M. L. Raina

Because I know that time is only time

And place is always and only place…

I rejoice that things are as they are. (T. S. Eliot)

Nostalgia is a luxury few of us can afford. And I am grateful

because I can. To me Srinagar is not a geographical location, but

a mood, a veritable see-saw of my mental and physical growth.

It is a school in which I grew up learning the ironies behind

pious intentions and failures behind firm resolutions. To evoke

one’s past or to reach for roots is like touching a wonky tooth: it

hurts but is satisfying nevertheless.

Whenever I think of my home town I do not see what the

picture post cards sell, not the mountains or the lakes or the valleys,

but a jumble of  crooked lanes and knobbly backyards.

On the dug-up pavements of the city I recall the familiar

sights and smells, such as the fetid reek of makeshift privies

huddled cheek-by-jowl outside our drab houses in Drabiyar, or

the ungainly sight of the public hydrant of the locality which often

doubled as the backdrop for female gossip as the women

crowded around to fill their pitchers.

Or the drone of Shamu, the halwai hawking his dals and

savouries to the accompaniment of the refrain: ‘dal mein hai kuchh

kala, gadbad ghutala ho’-not quite attentive to the unintended puns.

Or the birthday blessings of my mother holding out the prospect

of  a rich meal of  taher (yellow rice) and goat liver.

Looking back at the city many decades after I left for greener

but less smelly pastures, it all feels so odd but real! And men and

memories come crowding in.

Take my father’s rustic cousin from a distant village who,

on a visit to our city house, was amazed at the sight of the

hanging electric bulb. He tried to spark a piece of  charcoal with

the bulb but gave up in despair: “what is all this egg-light for if
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it can’t light a bit of charcoal for the hookah! Kangari fire will

do for me”

Here is my uncle Lachman Joo, the police constable, who

would practice his brand of English to my eternal delight. Once

he bought a pair of  pump shoes and bragged, ‘all new and

watertroof ’. His illnesses (even the milder ones) would mean long

holidays from work and constant gripes and grouches amidst

visits to the Hakim sahib. And yet he was affable and accessible

unlike father who worked away from home.

There was our ever-obliging family matriarch Bhoon Ded

who sang at our weddings and wailed at our family funerals with

equally enviable gusto. She was rock-solid (her name means granny

chinar) and we the children cuddled under her pheran in winter

days (she reminds me of  Gunther Grass’s Oskar Matzerath who

too nestled under granny’s skirts). Of  massive build, Bhoon Ded

was the one everyone in the family looked up to in testing times.

The hullabaloo of each daylight hour or the eerie silence of

each night is linked in my memory with people and places that

crossed my path and left their impress on my childish imagination.

Yes, the landscape of  my youth was worn, predictable and

unglamorous. But it was lighted up by ordinary accidents of

observation such as the lope of  a passing street cow, the strut of

the locality’s bully-boy Makhan Lal and the slouch of  Jacob Sahib’s

shoulder as he walked down our grubby street on his way to the

Mission school in downtown Fateh Kadal. ‘Mota Lal’, he used to

call me later as my father, ever grateful to the English Sahib’s

munificence, admitted me to that school for ‘education and

discipline’. He was our saviour, come to lift me out of our

depressed life, just as he had lifted father when he was struggling

for a livelihood.

Those days the red of  our school uniform had none of  the

chilling evocations it now has on the city streets. It was simply a

bright ‘vardi’ and we felt proud to wear it.

The places that these days sputter gunfire were places where

relatives, friends and well-wishers lived their peaceful ordinary

unhurried lives. We visited them on festive occasions to use their

house walls for sundry boyish games. Maharaj Gunj, a trade hub,

was the place where our close relatives, Shers, had an ancestral

house in which three generations lived in almost daily physical

collision. We always wondered why the patriarch of  the house

had all the windows and doors boarded up before he had his

one and only warm water bath of  the winter season. It was a

funny sight to see the venerable elder emerge from his mini-

hamam muttering his gayatri mantra and warning other inmates

not to let any air into the room where he chose to rest after his

ablutions. It would be days before he cautiously allowed a small

wooden trellised window to let in fresh wintry air. Neighbours

watched with an uncanny curiosity when the windows opened

and tittered no end.

Barbar Shah in the southern part of the city is where other

relatives lived and where my father’s school friend Shridhar Kak

wore himself  thin searching for my future bride who, he thought,

would bring in enough dough to support my college education.

He would tell my mother: “your son speaks excellent Engliss and

girls will fall head over heels to grab him”. Unfortunately, no one

did, and I married anyway.

Ali Kadal, further downtown, was where my mother’s people

owned a spacious house by the side of river Jhelum on whose banks

we made mud crackers and watched beautifully upholstered shikaras

ferrying bloated memsahibs downriver, and waited for little tow

boats loaded with fresh vegetables to be sold across the banks.

Kraal Khud keeps resounding to the cross-fire of militants

and security forces. In our younger days it was a place where our

family priest Radha Krishen frightened us with visions of hell and

enjoined us to keep to the straight and narrow. What made him

special was his claim that his mother had returned from the dead

and that he himself had plucked out thorn needles from under

her soles—a grim reminder of  the fate that awaited the unholy.

In spite of  his dour look we waited long hours to let him perform

the Shivratri pooja which he did with great aplomb, even as he

hurried to reach another house to repeat the same chants. In this

way he kept everyone happy and probably interceded for our
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souls’ salvation. As for himself, he lived up to a ripe old age of

101 and died peacefully in his grandson’s house in Jammu. I am

sure there were no thorn needles on his soles.

Who can forget Ahmad, the street charmer, entertaining big

crowds outside the old secretariat in Sher Garhi area. The trickster

had a respectable lineage in that he was the grandson of the

legendary Ahmad Bazigar of our folklore. He certainly did not

have the Houdini-like powers of the older man, but his sleight-

of-hand kept onlookers spell-bound for long periods. What struck

me about the man was the manner in which he cadged money

from the assembled people after each performance. He would

invoke Allah and ask “any one who pitches in with an anna or a

two-anna coin or a quarter-rupee—may god fill his pockets with

gold mohurs. He who has an empty pocket, may he too receive

His benedictions”. At this, coins tumbled in thick and fast while

his face expanded in a thank-you grin.

As the knots of people dispersed, he would call them back

and say “what a fool I have been, a charlatan no less. I only

cadged contributions from Muslim brothers even as my Pandit

brothers also enjoyed my tricks. Wouldn’t they think I am a rank

communalist, a Pakistani agent to boot? Now I appeal to my

Pandit brothers gathered here… he who would pitch in with…..”

As more coins fell into the ring, the grin became wider and

more expansive.

Perhaps this was the best lesson in communal harmony that

we have now forgotten. Ahmad Joo was a grass-roots secularist,

but did he know it?

II

Memory is like a stream coursing through our minds,

bearing with it all the algae of our past .It laps against the ribcage

of our desires and leaves astringent fragments behind. Our

school, for one.

I call up my classroom, tucked away behind peeling walls,

and hear the swish of  Maulvi Ghulam Nabi’s bamboo cane and

the invective emanating from Pandit Damoodar’s permanent rage.

I recall Pandit Ji’s English lesson which went something like this

“C.A.T cat-cat is billi.R.A.T rat –rat is chooha. T.H.E the- the is

yeh ya woh”. When I perked my eyes and tried to suppress a

laugh, he would lose his temper and shout: “You scum, you think

your father knows better English than I do? I shall whip the

daylight out of you if you don’t obey what I say”. So it remained

‘yeh ya woh’ until the class finished.

Of  course father always condoned my teacher’s bad temper

on grounds of  his lowly birth in a priest’s house and asked me to

put up with him. But Maulvi Sahib was another matter. He

dispensed a unique wisdom: “Hazrat Adam had two sons. One

took to the pyre and another to the grave. That is how we were

born Hindus and Muslims.” Thinking back on those days, I wonder

what our cultural anthropologists, our Clifford Geertzs and

Johannes Farbers, will have to say about the evolution of beliefs

and customs. Could they have surpassed Maulvi Sahib’s acumen?

S.P. College in the southern part of  the city was a landmark

institution. There was a curious invitation coming from the place

that encouraged us to convert the severities of  Damodhar Bhai’s

school into a mini-celebration of freedom—that is freedom to

hang out near the neighbourhood cinema houses and outside the

Women’s College without fear of  Mamaji’s scolding. Also freedom

to ogle the passing girls while you pirouetted in Raj Kapoor style

trousers and almost crooned into their ears ‘awara hoon’.

There on the forbidding façade of the college building M

and I etched out our adolescent dreams and innocent promises.

Whether it was on the cobbled streets leading into the college, or

the back lanes of Habba Kadal, we two drifted furtively to avert

the curious eyes of the passers-by or the punitive prudery of a

stray kin who might happen to be walking along the road... To

relieve the wretchedness of our state, we sang love lyrics from

Habba Khatoon and Arni Mal until we reached our respective

college gates.

What a bunch of characters we had for teachers! There was

Ramji who invariably began his lectures with “in this modern
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complicated world’. And there was Shyam Ji who found it

awkward to explain the more suggestive bits of  Othello to a

mixed class of  boys and girls. As he repeated Iago’s diatribe ‘fie!

You are bells out of  doors, devils, being offended…housewives

in your beds ‘, he would lower his tone and avert his eyes from

the women in the class. As congenital pranksters, some of  us

would ask him to explain these lines more fully—much to his

discomfiture and our delight. Often he would dismiss the class as

we persisted in our pranks.

Our physics teacher Yussuf  Sir was full of  surprises. After

explaining the principle of specific gravity and then proving it in

a practical experiment, he would remove his Pickwickian glasses

and thunder aloud: “Bah, this tommy rot .Allah Tallah ordains all.

We are but worms. What do we know of  His laws?” Little could

one realize that he was engaged in a perpetual readjustment of his

religious beliefs with the tenets of science. As Robert Burns would

say he was ‘a man for all that’!

Crankish as they were, these teachers had their uses. For

example Shyam Ji explained the difference between tragedy and

comedy with this homely example: “If you slip on a banana skin

and bleed that is tragedy. If  you only get away with minor bruises

that is comedy”. As simple as that! Old man Aristotle could not

have improved on this, could he?

In the Botanical Gardens where we went more in order to

spy on girls than to hear him, Noor Mohammed, a journeyman

city Marxist, expatiated on the Asiatic mode of production and

the broader tenets of Marxism. He always succeeded in having a

small audience of listeners who engaged him in animated

conversation. His nasal twang made Marxism sound like a lullaby.

Yes, we didn’t read trashy books, but pored over grim-

looking tomes bought from Kashmir book Centre, that baroque

joint where ersatz intellectuals discoursed on political topics with

the confidence of  converts. We heard about the significance of

Picasso’s dove, the Stockholm Peace appeal and Stalin’s genius as

a linguist. We also read the latest doggerel from nondescript Soviet

poets in the pages of Soviet Literature, a Communist Party monthly

from Moscow that published eminently forgettable examples of

socialist realism in literature and painting. Here Nadim recycled

Mayakovasky in his own poems and Abdul Ghani, the singer with

the bass voice, sang them to the tunes set by himself. Bang in the

middle of the historical Lal Chowk, this bookshop nursed our

ill-formed utopias.

The bookshop is now gone, so are many of its habitués,

some them successful in more practical ways. Noor Mohammed

became a minister and Ghani Bhai a ruling party member of the

state legislature. So much for revolution and change!

Many of my beloved lanes in the city no longer exist, neither

do the intimacies and the euphorias that were generated in close

proximity to houses and people. Amidst these vanishings and

shrinkings only nostalgia can reconstruct the pre-lapsarian times

in which our childhood and youth were spent. From the glimpse

of the remembered faces nostalgia once again discovers the

insignificant and the contingent—say the drippings of blood on

fresh mutton chunks in Kadir butcher’s shop, the small lumps of

grease on Ragunath’s pretzel bread, the wrinkles of  self-abasement

on Damoodhar Bhai’s ageing face and, above all, traces of  iron

in the souls rendered incapable of  charity by circumstances.

Not for a life-time can these be wished away. Its ordure

notwithstanding, I would hate to see my city altered, let renovators

be damned!
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Make me Tagore, O Mother...!

Mohan Bhandari

The smoke was rising up from the chimney... like the misery of

the poor.

Sitting on a cot under a lonely tree near the corner of the

brick-kiln, he was looking continuously at the smoke rising up

from the chimney.

Then he looked at his legs covered with a thick layer of dirt,

looked at his whole body. Surprised, he was left wondering... as a

child he used to be so healthy... so chubby... so lovely.

But now he was left no more than a soot-covered skeleton.

For a moment he felt as if  he was also a chimney... a clogged

useless chimney of a closed-down brick-kiln... exhausted... all the

smoke gone forever.

Then he felt a little irritated with himself. He was even more

irritated with his circumstances. But he felt most annoyed with

the clerk of the brick-kiln who had simply disappeared

somewhere, telling him to wait for him there. And he had been

sitting under that tree and waiting for him for more than an hour.

Had he given him the slip before going away, he might have

finished nearly half  his journey back by now.

He thought.

“Sala! He is always in a hurry! Always in a hurry!”

Then, he felt a new wave of resentment rise in him.

He glanced at his donkeys.

The donkeys were grazing happily unmindful of the heavy

load of  bricks balanced on their backs. As if  nothing had

happened. They were so busy with grazing the grass that they

hardly felt that there was a heavy load placed on their backs. As if

the burden was meant to be carried. Light or heavy... didn’t matter

much. They were not bothered. The clerk may take another two

hours to return if  he so desires.

“That’s why you called the donkeys! The fools!”

Looking at them grazing so insouciantly, he burst out laughing.

That is the difference between a man and a donkey. A man

raises his voice against the injustice, but donkey...? Well, a donkey

is a donkey.

Man considers others working under him to be donkeys only.

What does it matter that they are able to raise their voice at times?

And then what is the use of that voice that remains unheard even

when it has been heard. These donkeys, who are always single-

mindedly doing their work without bothering about anything else,

are much better than men. They never think about the ‘rewards’

of  their labour.

His donkeys were still busy grazing, unbothered about

anything else.

Looking at them, he laughed again.

But this time his laughter did not have the spontaneity and

frankness that laughter should usually have. Rather, he felt a pain

shot through his chest. He was distressed by a feeling of

humiliation. Lying on the cot under that tree he appeared to shrink

into a bundle of  bones. Smaller than what he actually was. Even

more insignificant than that the donkeys.

“Sala! He has still not come back, the donkey!”

Then he felt restless and uneasy.

After all he was a man only.

He had completed three rounds well before it became too

hot. He was going to rest after completing this fourth round. He

was going to listen to the lecture of his leader who was coming

to their village for inauguration of the new school.

And that clerk had disappeared god knows where after telling

him to wait for him there.

His donkeys were still busy grazing, unbothered about

anything else.

Little scattered clouds started gathering in the sky. A sudden

gust of  breeze cooled and calmed him. For a moment, everything

looked pleasant. He swayed with joy. And in that elated mood, a

boli came to his lips. He sang:

Plah maar ke bujah gaee diva,

Akh naal gal kar gaee.
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[Swinging of edge of her chuni, she put out the lamp; and

spoke with her eyes.]

Once again he burst out laughing.

He remembered that the bearded poet who was out collecting

the folksongs and had come to his poet-teacher for the purpose.

In the course of the conversation, that poet, with long flowing

hair, had told them how he had once recited that boli in presence

of  Tagore. And Tagore was thrilled to hear the couplet and danced

with pleasure.

He had recited so many of the bolis for the benefit of that

old poet. He knew so many of them. The old man was so pleased

and had loved and blessed him so much.

And then the poet-teacher and that old man went on reciting

their poems to each other for a long time.

Surprised and enchanted, he had sat near them and had

gone on listening to all their poems. For the first time in his life,

he came to know that poets and thieves too are ordinary men...

like everybody else. Normal human-beings, with hands and feet.

They have the habits that common people have; they came from

them only.

That was why that old poet laughed at the things one should

laugh at and became sad at hearing about the incidents which

made others sad.

That day he felt that his teacher too was a complete poet.

Earlier, he had never felt really convinced that his teacher was a

poet. For some strange reason, he had never been able to believe

that his teacher could be a poet too.

One day he too had hesitatingly written a poem. He had not

written, it had come to be written on its own.

The teacher-poet was so happy with him. “Absolutely a

Tagore-like poem, a new innovative idea... Son! You would

become a Tagore one day. Don’t lose heart!” And he was

convinced that day that he could become Tagore one day.

He found of  a translation of  Geetanjai and read it four times.

But he could not understand a word. Once again he felt he was

lacking something vital for a poet... was missing something.

But the teacher-poet went on encouraging him. “You would

surely become Tagore one day. There is not even a single poem

written by that old poet that is as good as yours.”

He was referring to that old poet. Now he could write

excellent poems on every subject.

But then that poet, who is more a teacher than a poet, does

not consider his poems to be poems at all.

Badru, the potter, was surprised.

Then he remembered that leader who had come to a prize-

distribution function in a neighbouring village. He had got so

many prizes that his satchel was overflowing with them. He had

to give a few of his prizes to a friend to carry back home. He had

stood first in school. He had won first prizes in races also. Even

in poetry recitation competition he had bagged the first prize.

He was feeling really ecstatic that day. The teacher-poet too was

beyond himself  with joy. Delivering his lecture, the leader had said:

“Many among you would become great leaders. From among

you only would come leaders like Mahatma Gandhi, great poets

like Tagore. The great poet Tagore who was made Tagore by his

mother.”

He went running to his mother. He put all the prizes he had

won in her lap.

Then his arms embraced his mother on their own. And he

affectionately said to her, “Mother, O Mother! Make me Tagore!”

“What?” His mother did not understand what he was saying.

“Make me Tagore, O mother!” he pleaded again.

“Mor? [Peacock]” His mother appeared now to have

understood he was asking for. She replied, “Not even your

enemies should become peacocks, son!”

He felt very irritated with his mother.

He felt equally annoyed with that teacher, who always carried

a big rod with him, and often ordered them to become peacocks

as punishment.

He made each one of the students stand with his hands locked

together behind his neck and, swinging his rod in the air, said,

“Son, the rod is the logic of fools!”
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And they would be standing as peacocks in the sun for more

than an hour.

Then he remembered the day his father suffered a stroke all

of a sudden and was paralysed for life. He had to drop out of

school to work in place of  his father.

The teacher-poet went to his father and pleaded with him to

let his son study at least till the time he passed his matric

examination. But a firm and decisive reply of  his father rendered

him speechless. His father had said, “Masterji, here the question is

of  very survival; how can we even think about studies? Hunger

comes first, education later.”

Dejected, the teacher had got up and left.

Half  the Tagore in Badru, the potter, had died that day.

And today the leader was coming to their village for the

inauguration of the new school.

He got up and sat on the cot. His donkeys were still

grazing happily. The smoke was still coming out of  the

chimney. He saw the clerk coming in the distance riding his

bicycle. He felt like getting up and thrashing him the moment

he came there.

But his own feeling of inferiority inhibited him from doing

anything like that or may be the human element in him controlled

and stopped him from behaving like that. He got up and dusted

himself. He washed his face and hands, got the slip from the clerk

and got ready to leave. It was burning hot and the sun was shining

right above his head. He felt a pity for his bare feet. They had

spread out and gone flat because of  so much of  waking. The

veins in the legs stood out woven across like the electric wires. As

if  he had been walking for centuries.

“Come on, get going... You blue one, my sala! Don’t fall

down on the way. Don’t embarrass and humiliate me. When you

reach home, I’ll feed you your fill.”

The blue donkey was weaker than others and would once or

twice throw down the load of bricks from its back on every

round. But now, hit with the stick, it jumped and ran away,

comfortably leading the pack.

He untied the piece of  jaggery from the corner of  the loose

end of  his turban and tied it back after having a few bites.

“I’ll eat the rest on reaching home, shall drink water to my

heart’s content. Then sitting comfortably on the platform near

the well, I’ll listen to the leader’s lecture.” He thought.

“Mother! What is the use of these royal robes and the gold

and jewels for me? Don’t tie me down with these futile bondages.

I wish to play in life-giving din and dust of the world outside.”

He remembered the quotation from Tagore written on a

wall in the school by the teacher-poet.

“I was born and brought up in this dust only! But still I

could not become a Tagore.” He clapped and laughed freely.

The scorching hot dusty path was singeing his bare feet. The

wind had stopped blowing and it was very still and closed. As if

some demon had breathed in all the wind.

He remembered his mother who, whenever it became so

close, used to ritually recite the names of all the seven places

whose names ended in ‘pur’: “Mehrampur, Udhampur... Jainpur.”

But it never seemed to have an impact on the wind. It

remained as closed as it was.

“Start blowing now, my enemy!” He challenged the wind.

The burning hot sun was scorching the skies.

“O you sun! You bastard, did you find time to shine today

only... when my feet are bare... You burn yourself  and scorch all

the others!” He voiced his grievances against the sun.

“O you clouds! You, the lovers of  your daughters! Where

have you disappeared today?” He ground his teeth in anger.

He saw a small cloud drifting in the sky in the distance and felt

happy and relieved. But it soon disappeared somewhere. Just like

some of  the poor who, burdened by their deprivations, disappear

from the scene but the world around continues to prosper hardly

taking note of their disappearance. In the same manner, the sun

continued to shine in the sky unconcerned about the untimely demise

of that little cloud. The donkeys had slowed down.

“You have all got after me, my enemies...” Fuming with anger,

he started beating his donkeys with his stick. Baying and jumping
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they raced away. He felt like jumping on to a donkey to ride his

way home. But he continued to walk fearing that the donkey he

rode on might not be able to carry his load along with the bricks

and may fall down.

He reached the well with banyan tree. He felt very glad. Drank

cool water to his heart’s content. Greedily looked at the piece of

jaggery tied to the loose end of  his turban. “I’ll eat it only when I

reach the village. And listen to what the leader has to say.”

He thought standing in the shade of the banyan tree.

“The leader might come and leave before I reach.” Worried,

he resumed his walk.

His feet, cooled with water, dried up within minutes and the

soles of his feet were being singed by the burning hot sand.

Suddenly he had an idea and he jumped up with joy. Running he

went towards a tree, plucked a few of its leaves and tearing a

little cloth from his turban, tied the leaves under his feet.

Now the sand did not burn his feet as before. He was so

pleased. He put his left hand against his ear and shouted joyfully.

His shout resounded throughout the whole area. But he did

not feel satisfied and he sang a boli:

“Hakaan maardé bakrian walé

Dhudh pi ké jaeen Jai Kuré.”

[Jai Kuré! The shepherds call you; Go after drinking some milk.]

He could see his village in front of him.

Cheerfully, he reached the outskirts of  the village. A

welcoming gate made of banana and mango leaves stood

decorating the entrance to the school. Colourful buntings and

flags were fluttering all around. A lot of activity was going on.

The teachers of the school were busy running here and there

giving the finishing touches.

He stood there enchanted, watching everything.

He remembered his own childhood once again.

He remembered the teacher-poet who used to lovingly embrace

and tell him that he would certainly become Tagore some day.

He also thought about that old poet who went from village

to village collecting folk songs. To him, he had sung so many

songs that he knew by heart. He who promised to come back

again but did not keep his promise. He who never came again.

O god! May he meet him again sometime or the other! He

will certainly sing for him the new songs he had recently composed.

Now he could write excellent poems on every subject.

But the teacher-poet now regards him nothing more than a

poor potter who is always covered with dust. So, even when he

sat away, he did not consider his poems to be poems at all...

because he was always covered with dust. The same dust which

Tagore missed so much, craved for and longed to be allowed to

play with. The same dust in which he was now living... growing

up. Standing there he was lost in strange thoughts.

His lips, his eyes, and his limbs... the whole of  him got

transformed into a song.

There stood a song which no one sang, a song no one ever

brought to his lips.

Then he was suddenly shaken out of his dream.

The song disintegrated into the thin air.

“Slap... slap... kick... blow.”

“Wait there you mean potter... the dog... sala... you stand there

watching the show and your donkeys have destroyed my crop...

you low-caste... mean fellow...”

One red-eyed tough-looking farmer fuming with anger was

abusing, cursing him.

He stood there stunned, confused.

The tough-looking farmer picked up a stick from his cart

standing nearby and charged towards him.

Terror-stricken, he took to his heals and raining blows on his

donkeys with his stick disappeared into the cloud of dust like a dot...

The piece of  jaggery tied to the loose end of  his turban was

jumping up and down and hitting his shoulders.
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Poems by Akshaya Kumar

Tail-piece

Tail is animal’s advantage

over man.

A wagging tail is a dog’s

dig

at man’s unprotected back.

How vulnerable

a man is from behind!

To save the embarrassment

of total nakedness

and unguarded back

I end my signatures

with a long tail.

You are free to

discover art in this

long flourish of the pen.

To me it is a cover up

exercise.

De-sign I

A skeleton of crushed bones;

A dead tree lying flat on ground;

Vultures diving up and down;

Truncated hills, broken cliffs

planted on dry plains,

underlined by a dead river’s course;

Silhouetted against the banality

of helpless paper,

my signs are portraits from

beyond and beneath.

De-sign II

Fishermen tossing over

the waves of a rising sea,

dive down

re-surface, empty-handed,

undefeated, swim,

yet again

against the current.

An elevation, a vertical fall

A loop backwards,

an easy swim, a long heave,

a plunge,

my signs trace

graph of their daily grit.

De-sign III

An ECG of an irregular beat.

Blood pumped out and in

of a heart now sinking

and now ballooning.

It stops, and pulses back

These are

signs of  survival!

De-sign IV

The roofless pillars of Persepolis,

the broken domes of

Constantinpole,

the falling London Bridge,

the leaning Tower of  Pisa,

not mere

a jumble of  lines and curves
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my signs take

entire history in stride.

Three Laws of Signature

The curves and curls of  signatures

are directly

proportional

to the power of  the signatory.

Signs once set into

motion do not

succumb

to the friction

of  time and weather.

Signs must be

counter-signed

and vice versa.

Poems by Brian Mendonca

Until Yesterday

Until yesterday

you greeted me every morning

as I arose to meet the new day.

Birdsong went before me

And your branches bid me welcome.

But when they came

I was helpless.

I thought they were trimming

your girth

Like the gulmohar next to you.

But the evil ropes ensnared

your breath

And you fell for the last time.

Locusts crowded around you

to share the spoils

and cart away free wood

-headed for the shamshan ghat-

I was told.

Even as you pass on

your burning pyre carries incense for the dead.

Like ghouls we remain dead of soul

To axe a tree because the sunlight is too feeble.

My Diwali is dark

I have lost you, my friend.

Come to me on a ray of hope

as I do my vrikshasana

Lord of  the cosmos.

South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 71 South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 72



Amigo

Chicken El Dorado

With a Brisa to my left

Seems a fitting moment

For a batsman on 45.

Spanish gypsy music

A candle turned low

The woman of your dreams

Blooms with the promise of life

Kalamkari  print, henna in her hair

Hundra mhojea mama

Makes the mango-mint seem pyrrhic.

Modern, Pre-modern, Post-modern:What
Survives in The Survivors?

M. L. Raina

It is a truth now universally acknowledged that the novel is the art

form of  the public sphere. When Stendhal announced that the novel

is a mirror in the roadway, he was emphasizing this truth. The power

of  narrative, particularly fictional narrative, is strong. As Steven

Connor puts it ‘as well as enlarging and expanding, narrative can

also transform, criticize, displace, limit and interrupt’. It preserves

the intensity and increasing complexity of human experience.

Secondly, fictional narrative is consciously concerned with time. It

takes as much time as it needs for its purpose. Unlike a lyric or

meditative poetry, it does not make time stand still. Drama takes

time by the forelock and establishes certain conventions which enable

the spectators to ignore the passing of time in the theatre, and to

believe implicitly in the temporal scheme of dramatic action.

In the novel the temporal rhythm is that of our own day-to-

day experience, consecutive, sequential, and gradually accumulative.

The language of  prose fiction is progressive, leisurely, connective

rather than disruptive, aiming to catch the attention by a serial

process which imitates the commonly experienced pattern of

rational consciousness. The narrative mode, the recounting, the

act and art of telling, not to an audience of many so much as

one-to-one, remains the essential condition of prose fiction. Of

course there are lyrical passages, dramatic moments as well as

curious effects in novels (Ulysses epitomizes these effects), but these

only suggest the capaciousness of  the form and its ability to take

in diverse languages or voices.

The above is true of the novel in general, but of the realist

novel in particular. The realist novel has come in for much battering

at the hands of the western critical establishment. With the advent

of post-modernism as a philosophical and literary world-view

realist assumptions have been relegated to the background. The

current tendency in the West is towards a non-realistic literature
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which questions realism’s claim to authenticity.  Alice in Wonderland

indicates that contemporary post-modern novel is trapped in a

relentless search for stable meanings and realities. Herein is arrested

the artistic and aesthetic alienation of the modernist and post-

modernist writer who must tell the tale in order not to die of the

truth, even though truth itself  is elusive and ultimately partial. Alice’s

dilemma is how to transform the outer green world into an

enclosed autotelic pleasure dome of Through the Looking Glass. In

our own time the crisis of post-modernist art is exemplified in

Alan Robbe-Grillet’s novel Dans Le Labyrinth in which the realist

categories are  severely tested even to the point of language

becoming solipsistic. Remember Alice saying “words mean what

I want them to mean”? This is a labyrinth in which Robbe-Grillet

sees the absurdity of all the categories of human experience. And

in Snapshots and the Novel he goes to the extent of  saying ‘To

humanize the world (a project of the realist imagination) is to

anthropologize it’. In Calvino the non-realist device of the detective

story undercuts the solidity of  the realist picture. Together with

Borges he encourages a peculiar playfulness in the reader which in

turn leads to a cerebral pursuit of intangible ideas beyond language,

story and plot. In their works the reader no longer recognizes

himself as a homogenous subject but mutates with the text that

the novel is supposed to become with each reader. This is the

ultimate post-modernist strategy of  displacing the reader from

the centre of  fictional experience. We marvel at the French novelist

Geoges Perec’s novel Void in which he dispenses with the letter E

altogether and creates literary puzzles rather than plausible worlds.

All this ‘repertoire of  innovations’, to recall Ezra Pound, has

depleted the post-modernist novel of what is of central concern

to fiction—its human agency and sense of  history.

Post-modernist strategies of  irony, indirection and narrative

discontinuity may have become the insignia of contemporary

critical discourse, but it is chastening to remind ourselves that

long before the acolytes of Rushdie hailed him as the great

innovator (though he had been recycling what Günter Grass and

Sterne had already done), writers in our part of the world were

successfully experimenting with avant-garde methods of story-

telling. The late 17th and early 18th century Telugu novel Demon’s

Daughter is an early example just as the Arabic novel by the Sudanese

writer Tayeb Salih, Season of Migration to the North is. There are

other ways of  being post-modern than the one the Western critical

establishment endorses. A classic example in India is the Oriya

novel Six Acres and a Third by Fakir Mohan Senapati. The novel

challenges the accepted conventions by altering its tone from one

of tongue-in-cheek self-depreciation to an ironic commentary

on the pretensions of his major character Mangaraj. Though we

may find elements of the post-modernist subversion of plot and

story-line (as in Elias Khoury’s The Little Mountain), the novel in

the third World has not departed too much from the realist

convention of fidelity to contingent reality and historical detail.

We shall not find here anything like B.S. Johnson‘s overturning of

narrative conventions in Christie Marley and other novels. We shall

not find indulgent self-reflexiveness nor too much recourse to

what has been termed magic realism (even though we have had

Panchatantra in India and animal and bird fables in the Middle-

East). In the Third-World fiction history is still relevant (even as

Frederic Jameson notes its uselessness for the post-modern

sensibility now that Capital has decreed its end) and Baudrillard

treats it as a simulacrum that is ideologically fostered. Third World

countries, recovering from long subjugation to the Western

intellectual hegemony, find history as a real presence in which

their national identities can be discovered as well as shaped. There

is a strong sense of  time in Quarratul-An Hyder’s Aag ka Darya

which puts the whole history of  India under a questioning scrutiny.

There is a strong sense of  history in Ibrahim Jalees’s Chhalees Carore

Bhikhari as much as in Yashpal’s Jhootha Such.In these novels as

much as in the writings of  Mahfouz, Lu Hsun (The True Story of

Ah.Q) and other Third World writers realist techniques and world-

views they originate from are still vibrant and in which the highly

ethereal nightmares of the post-modernist apocalypse have not

intruded. For these writers the human struggle for betterment is a

more worthwhile subject than the lucubrations of the deracinated
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post-modernist avant-garde in the West. One has only to look at

Pramodea Ananta Toer’s tetralogy The Baru Quartet (written in Bhasha

Indonesia) and Mahfouz’s Children of  Gabalawi to grasp this fact.

These novels are constructed in the old epic tradition which negates

the very basis of  post-modernist narrative theory. Epic does not

simply denote scale and proportion; it also denotes a measure of

imagination that is capable of sustaining a wide variety of human

behaviour even if  on a small concentrated canvas. One thinks here

of  Hardy’s Wessex as well as of  Narayan’s Malgudi.  Ananta Toer

and the Serbo-Croat writer Ivo Andric are not afraid of adopting

the tradition of  the grand narrative despised by LYOTARD. .Andric

shares with his fellow Slav Tolstoy an inexorable and inevitable

sense of history as well as pessimism about flamboyant gestures

of  historical personages. Just as Tolstoy’s omniscient narrator broods

over the futility of  history in War and Peace, so do Andric’s two

masterpieces Bridge on River Drina and Bosnian Chronicles ruminate

over the uselessness of  grand Viziers and Counsels.

And it is here that Gurdial Singh’s The Survivors should find

its place. This novel does not have the scale and proportion of,

say, Dr Zhivago or Buddenbrooks or that wonderful Austrian novel

of the early last century The Sleepwalkers—to mention the most

notable examples of modern fiction. It is a novel that depicts the

broken, alienated angst of life in a small Panjabi locale. I said

broken and alienated, but its alienation is not that of a character

adrift in a world without meaning. It is not the alienation of  what

Rene Gerard, talking of  Stendhal’s Scarlet and Black calls ontological

malaise (There is no metaphysical void opening up in the hero

Bishna and his wife Daya Kaur’s life.). It is the alienation brought

on by the rapacious feudal system that drives Bishna and Daya

Kaur to their ruin and ultimately their death. This is also true of

Fakir Mohan Senapati’novel but with a difference. Senapati’s novel

is a comic- satirical presentation of personal and social treacheries

in an Oriya hinterland. But in Gurdial Singh’s world there is no

place for comedy as such. He takes recourse to the grotesque to

register his distaste of  the feudal system and its depredations.

Here is an official of the sarkar deliberating from a high pedestal:

‘This man had set his beard tightly like an army official , and

being fat and chubby he looked like he had been poured into his

black achkan..He had a long nose and large nose and large

eyes…they looked repulsive because of the way he looked at

those around him.’ Or this is how Hetiya is described later in the

novel: “His toothless jaw hung open. His shrunken hollow face

gave him a dreadful look His right eye was streaming. The flesh

around his neck, elbows and calves served as a mere covering for

his bones (p.215).Or the moonshinig character in the jail: “Budheya

the Jat was a monster. When he stuffed the snuff  up his nose and

sneezed it was no less than a roaring motorcar. His skin was as

thick as that of  a buffalo.”(p.128).There are other such descriptions,

particularly of those minions of the law who collaborate in making

the lives of Bishna, Daya Kaur,his brother Bhagta and his wife

Kartari a misery. Cumulatively, these descriptions add up to the

pervasive atmosphere of  doom that marks out this novel. Apart

from the warm and mildly erotic scenes in which Daya Kaur

snuggles upto Bhgata’s children   (a good instance of  what

Raymond Williams would call the intimations of a knowable

community), the entire novel is clouded in foreboding. There is a

constant fear that something awful has happened or is going to

happen. This sense remains unrelieved throughout the novel except

in brief  moments when Bhagta’s children bring cheer to Daya

Kaur. Whether it is the failure of  Bhishna to win in the court or

the stares he provokes among the residents of the small mofussil

town Mandi, the mystery that broods over the town is

compounded by the stumbling, clawing and aimless yearning in

Bhishna, Buta and Daya kaur. On page 130 we learn that ‘the tall

haavelis appeared dark and dreadful with the moon hiding behind

the buildings. On the terraces were several middlemen,

shopkeepers, bania women and children lying with their faces

covered... The tin roofs over the terraces hung so low that they

threatened to collapse over the sleeping people anytime... .’ It is

important to remark here that Bhishna sees a clear link between

the novel’s gloom and the symbols of  the feudal hierarchy who

oppress poor and underprivileged people. By keeping these links
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in the foreground the novelist prevents us from regarding the

latter’s anguish in any mystical non-material sense. This is the novel’s

strength which, while depicting so much cruelty of the feudal set-

up and the colonial predatoriness, stops this side of wallowing in

drooling sympathy for its protagonists.

What contributes to the novel’s pessimism is its structural

drift. Most characters in the book are drifting in search of a house

(the house being a recurrent structural motif here). The change

of locations and the consequent loss of confidence in Bhuta and

Day Kaur leading to their deaths is part of the same aimless search

for what Freud would call heimat, home. The construction of a

new basti in the beginning of the book acts as a spur to the exilic

movement of the characters from the village to the moffusil town

In the final chapter Bhishna’s exile outside the basti and his

subsequent death there are all the narrative strategies through which

the author emphasizes the total loss of bearing and the enveloping

gloom that besets the novel.  Home, shelter, kothri, places to hide

ones head-these are outward expressions of the inner urge to

overcome the cynicism and despair through which Bhishna, Daya,

Bhagta, Buddheya and even Maghi in the final pages pass. The

sense of home is highly evocative, as the philosopher Gaston

Bachelard reminds us in Poetics of Space. It provides the sustaining

activities of life and the primary site of the experience of

belonging. It puts people completely at ease.  It is not for nothing

that the work many characters do is connected with making homes,

the profession of  carpentry. The instabilities that the novel records-

instabilities caused by the feudal and neo-colonial relationships-

are instanced by the failure to find home, the sustaining base of

life. These instabilities, further accentuated by random deaths (Buta,

the nationalist dying in a communal clash, Hetiya dying through

wasting of  his body), are indications of  futility that pervades the

novel. “But simply he could not recollect how and why people

living together had ruthlessly killed Buta, his family and thousand

others like cats and dogs’ (p.205).Also the story of  the prince

who was warned not to turn back (as told by Bhishna to the child

Dohtere) suggest his own hopelessness as a carpenter, as an activist

who wants to build a utopia of  justice and meaning. The reversals

that occur in the novel, such as the failure of utopia as well as the

breaking up by Bhagta’s wife Kartari of  the metaphoric home of

fraternal love- lead to suffering, loss and deprivation. This may

be one reason for Bhishna and Daya Kaurs’ despair and their

eventual death.—the most agonizing of reversals of hope and

justice in the novel. The reader is forced to recognize that there

are no choices left for the characters in the doom-laden setting

that the novel recreates with great skill and imaginative fidelity.

Unlike in Senapati’s novel in which ancient scripture cited by

charlatans comes in for a bemused ironic scrutiny, in The Survivors

only the Waheguru chant anchors Bhishna and Daya Kaur’s

disintegrating lives. It could either mean that there are no religious

consolations available or that organized religion itself is implicated

in exploiting the poor and the needy in this small town. In either

case the result is an unexpected, almost painful sense of waste

that is to be found everywhere. Not simply waste that random

death brings but also the waste of promise and anticipation, as

the disappearance of  Maghi suggests. Bhagta the survivor has

now aged and Bishna has been dead for three years. Their ghosts

survive in Bhagta’s consciousness. As the narrator says at the end,

his face doesn’t glow anymore in spite of his worldly success’.

Meanwhile the town has changed; havelis have come up where

none existed. Life has resumed its eerie rhythm once again.

Gurdial Singh’s novel succeeds in problematizing the

normative separation of  history from the history that is felt, lived

and experienced as suffering and anguish. Like Edgar in King Lear,

the narrator mourns the incapacity of  the young (witness Maghi’s

degeneration) to endure as much suffering as the old.

Gurdial Singh is an exacting writer. He is not afraid of  the

violence of life heading towards death, as it does here. At the end

of the novel we are left to wonder, as we have been throughout

this book, at life’s cruelties and devastations, as also its occasional

generosities. And that, I suppose, is no mean achievement.

(The Survivors by Gurdial Singh.Translated from Punjabi by Rana Nayar.

Published by Katha, New Delhi - 2005).
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Globalisation, Identity and Literary
Representation in South Asian Fiction

Paramjit Singh Ramana

The term ‘cultural identity’ came into prominence in academic

and socio-political circles after the Second World War when

because of the migrations of people belonging to different

racial, linguistic, religious and cultural backgrounds from all

over the world to the metropolitan centres, countries like the

Great Britain, USA and Canada became multiracial and

multicultural societies. The increased minority populations

became vocal and began to demand equal rights for different

racial, ethnic, religious and linguistic groups. Almost at the same

moment,  most of the colonised countries won their

independence from colonial rule and in the newly independent

countries certain regional, linguistic and cultural formations

gained hegemonic status in relation to other social groups and
identities. In that moment of  resurgence in nationalist sentiment,

the dominant dispensations tried to impose and present their

own cultural, linguistic and religious identities as national cultures

and identities leading to the ‘other’ smaller and marginalised

groups and social formations feeling marginalised. As the

euphoria of winning ‘freedom’ died down in the face of socio-

economic problems and new hegemonies and power structures

emerged in the new nation states, cracks appeared in new

nations on the basis of caste, religion, language or culture.

Refusing to get assimilated in the majority cultures, and feeling

the threat of erasure of their unique past and histories at the

hands of the dominant culture, minority identities began to

voice their difference and assert their independent identities.

Almost at the same historical moment, the erstwhile colonial

powers recovered from the devastation caused by the War and

once again recovered the economic and political control over the

world economy under the leadership of USA. A new phase of

imperialism began under the garb of globalisation and

liberalisation. In this age of economic and political globalisation

and cultural imperialism, the smaller nationalities, communities

and groups came to feel more and more marginalised, their very

existence and unique identities threatened by the West-controlled

media onslaught. With apprehensions of impending cultural and

linguistic wipe-out, these groups became vocal about their

‘differences’ and determined to preserve their ‘roots’.

Though globalisation, particularly as a mass media and cultural

phenomenon, offers the threat of homogenisation and assimilation

into the dominant identities, it gives rise to active oppositions

also. Fredric Jameson defines globalisation as “an untotalizable

totality which intensifies binary relations between its parts – mostly

nations but also regions and groups, which however continue to

articulate themselves on the model of ‘national identities’.... such

relations first and foremost ones of tension or antagonism, when

not outright exclusion: in them each term struggles to define itself

against the binary other” (Jameson vii). The identities that organise

and unite different communities are “imaginary” in Benedict

Anderson’s sense of  the term. They are certainly rooted in histories

and locations in time and space, but the foregrounding of these

identities is contextual and connected to the rival identities. These

relationships are “necessarily symbolic ones, which express

themselves in a range of  collective imageries. This does not of

course mean that they are somehow merely cultural, let alone

unreal: for such symbolic transmission requires the pre-existence

of economic and communication channels and pre-established

circuits. What emerges world-wide are then patterns of  negative

and positive exchanges which resemble those of class relations

and struggles within the nation-state” (Jameson vii). In this manner,

the global and national contexts influence each other. In certain

struggles for assertion and defence of  threatened and marginalised

identities at the nation-state level, the regional and local is often

boosted by the forces of globalisation against the hegemonic

tendencies and forces at the national level. So, globalisation that is

a “matter of  transnational domination and uniformity” at one

level becomes a “the source of liberation of local culture from
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hidebound state and national forms... the transnational rejoins the

regional and the local” (Jameson viii).

Naturally enough, identity politics is not as simple as it

appears. At an elementary level, shifting the focus of  attention to

the cultural and discursive from the material, economic and social

issues brings up a position that is radical without threatening the

immediate economic and political power structures. Secondly, the

question of location and politics of the individual voicing the

issue of identity is very important. Diasporic writers like  Homi

Bhabha, whose “legacy functions best in the cosmopolitan world

of the ‘twice-born’, the immigrant intelligentsia from the third

world lodged within the first world, whose identity is ambivalent,

restless, interrogative” cannot be expected, nor are they qualified,

to speak for any other group of Indians (Kapur 199).

As Stuart Hall points out, “Identity is not as transparent or

unproblematic as we think” (Hall 110). And then, there is no simple

relationship between cultural identity of the author and the world

of his literary output. There are ideological positions and domains

of literary discourse which greatly influence the construction of

literary texts. “Practices of  representation always implicate the

positions from which we speak or write - the positions of

enunciation. .... though we speak, so to say ‘in our own name’, of

ourselves and from our own experience, nevertheless who speaks,

and the subject who is spoken of, are never identical, never exactly

in the same place” (Hall 110).

Hall suggests that the cultural identities portrayed in texts are

highly negotiated and mediated at various levels, both textual and

social/ideological. So “instead of thinking of identity as an already

accomplished fact ... we should think ... of identity as a

‘production’, which is never complete, always in process, and

always constituted within, not outside, representation. This view

problematises the very authority and authenticity to which the

term, ‘cultural identity’, lays claim” (Hall 110). Every one writes

and speaks in a particular socio-cultural and historical context,

from a particular place and time. In this sense all writing is ‘located’

and contextual.

According to Hall, there are at least two different ways of

thinking about ‘cultural identity’. The first position defines ‘cultural

identity’ in terms of  one, shared culture, a sort of  collective ‘one

true self ’, hiding inside the many other more superficial or

artificially imposed ‘selves’, which people with a shared history

and ancestry hold in common. Within the terms of  this definition,

“our cultural identities reflect the common historical experiences

and shared cultural codes which provide us, as ‘one people’, with

stable, unchanging and continuous frames of reference and

meaning, beneath the shifting divisions and vicissitudes of our

actual history....” (Hall 111).

Such a conception of shared cultural identity made people

come together and participate in social and political movements,

particularly nationalist anti-colonial freedom struggles all over the

world. Even in contemporary world order, the conception of

shared cultural identity is a very powerful and creative force in

the struggles of  marginalised peoples and groups against the force

of homogenisation and economic and political domination. In

this sense, assertion and representation of identity are as much

products of a shared past as these are attempts to negotiate,

challenge and shape the present. “We should not, for a moment,

underestimate or neglect the importance of the act of imaginative

rediscovery which this conception of a rediscovered, essential

identity entails. ‘Hidden histories’ have played a critical role in the

emergence of many of the most important social movements of

our time - feminist, anti-colonial and anti-racist” (Hall 111).

In opposition to this ‘imaginary’ unified cultural identity over-

riding all the fragmentary and divisive tendencies within it, Hall

proposes a second and different view of  cultural identity. This

position coming into prominence in those situations in which there

is no real or imagined common antagonistic force like colonialism

or any other real or perceived ‘outside enemy’. In these times

differences within come to the fore and “we cannot speak for very

long, with any exactness, about ‘one experience, one identity’, without

acknowledging its other side - the ruptures and discontinuities....

Cultural identity, in this second sense, is a matter of  ‘becoming’ as
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well as of ‘being’. It belongs to the future as much as to the past. It

is not something which already exists, transcending place, time,

history and culture. Cultural identities come from somewhere, have

histories. But, like everything which is historical, they undergo

constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some

essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of  history,

culture and power. Far from being grounded in a mere ‘recovery’

of the past, which is waiting to be found, and which, when found,

will secure our sense of  ourselves into eternity, identities are the

names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and

position ourselves within, the narratives of the past” (Hall 111).

This second conception of identity is more about creations of

discourses as individuals and communities attempt to come to terms

with new power structures and struggle to create or retain their

control in space, society, economy and politics.

Cultural identities based on a common, imagined,

reconstructed past and history are often articulated in literary

representation though certain iconic identity markers: language,

rituals, food, dress, relationships, religious ceremonies and overall

attitude towards life. The geo-political location and ideological

position of  an author often determines his/her attitude towards

the assertion of a particular identity in a given situation. This gives

a specific political shade to the literary representation of that

identity.  The work of  Jhumpa Lahiri and Kiran Desai can serve

as an example of the politics of literary representation.

Jhumpa Lahiri is a Bengali diasporic writer, who limits the

field of her fiction narratives to the domestic and personal domain

of ethnic Bengali migrants to the USA. She eschews political or

other controversial questions and situations, often limiting the ambit

of ethnic or cultural identity to uniqueness in food and eating

habits, dress, personal relationships, rituals and ceremonies. So

much so that even language, so important for assertion of cultural

identity according to Ngugi wa Thiongo’, does not emerge as an

issue in her narratives. In her novel The Namesake and two

collections of  short stories The Interpreter of  Maladies and The

Unaccustomed Earth, she is concerned with issues concerning cultural

identity of the ethnic Bengalis in USA but there is absolutely no

mention anywhere of any racial discrimination, social conflict or

political struggle for political rights. Her narratives remain

sympathetic and sensitive personal narratives of domestic private

life and relationships. This assertion of  cultural identity does not

court controversy in any sense and does not challenge the power

structures in any public engagement - celebrating     difference in

a very safe and non-confrontational manner.

Kiran Desai’s novel The Inheritance of  Loss, on the other hand,

is set against the political and social struggle of  the Gurkhas in

Darjeeling, West Bengal; its basis is their claim to unique cultural

identity and their political aspirations as a community. Unlike

Lahiri’s, Desai’s attitude towards Indians in general and Gurkhas

in particular is unsympathetic and satirical. Her discourse ridicules

the political struggle that serves as the background to the novel

and presents the identity markers in a negative light.  The same

could be said about most other authors of Indian origin, including

Salman Rushdie and V. S. Naipaul, who write in a colonial language

and their target audience is located in the West rather that in the

places that serve as background to their narratives. In this sense

the publication and distribution networks also directly or indirectly

influence the politics of  literary representation. Desai’s portrayal

of the natives is as prejudiced and negative as that of Naipaul of

the “bush” in A Bend in the River. A telling example of  this cultural

prejudice on the part of the author is provided by an innocuous-

looking Santa-Banta joke in The Inheritance of  Loss. Obviously, the

jokes having Santa and Banta, popularised by Khushwant Singh,

evoke a stereotype of the Punjabi ethos and its love for fun. But

Kiran Desai ends her anecdote by using a religious marker, ‘Wahe

Guruji Ka Khalsa, Wahe Guruji ki Fateh” (Desai 287) to give another

shade of meaning to the simple stupid act and so ends up pouring

ridicule on a particular community.

Unlike The Inheritance of  Loss, Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry

Tide (2004) is a discourse sympathetic to the marginalised and

deprived sections of  the same Bengali society. It is a very significant

Indian novel in English and a highly readable and entertaining
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work of fiction. It seriously probes certain important ecological

and human rights issues, particularly those concerning the

underprivileged, rural and remote populations, located far away

from the metropolitan centre. The novel raises important

environmental issues and questions about the government’s policies

and planning. Driven to the corner by ‘modern’ civilisation,

endangered species like fresh water dolphins and Bengal tigers on

the one hand and extremely underprivileged and poor fishing

communities on the other are forced into bitter struggles for

survival against each other, against a hostile natural environment,

and against an almost nonexistent government machinery which

functions at best only as a brutal force of  suppression. The Hungry

Tide has a specific location in time and space,  and it evokes real

issues of a specific people.

Obviously, the issue of  cultural identity and other political and

social issues raised in literary discourses are deeply implicated in the

purposes and positions of  the authors concerned. “An identity and a

community that is foregrounded in a particular situation is firstly a

reaction to the discourse of power” (Chandhoke 30).

The power discourses implicit in literary representations of

cultural identities can be seen to operate in almost all works of

fiction. However, the iconic and stable archetypal identities that

are often articulated by a people as symbolic of their way of life

are often not reflected as such in serious fiction. Punjabi archetypal,

‘model’ identity – largehearted, fun-loving, hardworking, sturdy

and proud - is always represented in fiction as variously

appropriated and negotiated by the author. Just to take one

example of  such negotiated articulation of  identity, one can look

at a few Indian English narratives dealing with the time of

Partition. In Khushwant Singh’s idealistic romance Train to Pakistan,

the hero Jagat Singh comes very close to this identity. The same is

the case with the strong Sikh guard in Ice-Candy-Man. However,

Bapsi Sidhwa’s canvas is much wider than that of  Khushwant

Singh. She is not telling some tale of  a brave and selfless lover.

Her work is also an indictment of  communal frenzy. It is equally

political and explicit. But she spares no community - Sikhs, Hindus,

and Muslims - for its role in violence accompanying the Partition;

even Parsis are ridiculed for their selfish neutrality. There are heart-

rending scenes and descriptions of arson, rioting, murder,

kidnapping, rape and humiliation of women of the hapless

minorities, scenes which reveal the dark and painful truths about

Independence when nationalist sentiments were allowed to collapse

into communal and religious identities by heartless and selfish

politicians, leaders and administrators. Sidhwa’s focus is on ordinary

victims, particularly women and children during the holocaust.

Something that Bhisham Sahni and Chaman Nahal also attempted

from different ideological positions in Tamas and Azadi respectively.

To conclude, there is something inherently paradoxical about

projections of marginalised cultural identities in literatures in

colonial language. As Ngugi points outs, language is the most

vital element of a culture: “The choice of language and the use to

which language is put is central to a people’s definition of

themselves in relation to their natural and social environment,

indeed in relation to the entire universe” (4).  To use an imperial

language in place of a vernacular is symbolic of the cultural

orientation and the political position of the author, and it

determines the very nature of  his literary discourse.
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Recovering a Theory of  Subjectivity from the
Indian Philosophical Traditions

Alpna Saini

In the light of  theories of  subjectivity emerging in the West, it is

today possible to reassess the Indian philosophical conceptualizations

of  subjectivity. Subjectivity, although usually considered to be a

recent concept, has been there in Indian philosophies for long. An

elaborate conceptualization of the kind we find in contemporary

poststructuralist thought is, of course, not to be found there, but

these systems of thought approximate the poststructuralist insights

in several ways and enable us to appropriate Western

poststructuralism from a position grounded in the diversity of

Indian tradition. Read together, Indian philosophies and Western

poststructuralism complement each other.

The oldest germ of  the concept of  subjectivity (as understood
today) can be seen in the Vedanta. “tat twam asi” is one of  the

Mahavakyas¹ in Vedanta. It appears in Chandogya Upanishad² and is

translated as “thou art that”. It can be interpreted to mean that

the self  is located in the Other.³ The interpretation obviously looks

beyond the idea of an absolute/coherent self and effects the

displacement of the self on to what is not-self. As a result, self is

de-essentialised. Another mahavakya, “aham brahmasmi”, often

translated as “I am the universe”, brings about the displacement

of the self on to the whole universe. “I” and “the universe” are

not thus two poles of  reality, but rather “I” is “the universe”. The

self  is, in a way, evacuated of  any essential self-being to make

way for a non-binary, non-essentialist and non-transcendental re-

understanding.

The debate about the nature of the self has a long history in

Indian thought. This debate was at its peak in the era when

Buddhism flourished on the subcontinent. In fact, Buddhism tried

new ways to search for an answer to the eternal question, “Who

am I?” Buddhist philosophy is skeptical about the absolute nature

of the self and questions the ancient concept of the self as fixed,
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Lionel Wendt

Jeet Aulakh

Art photographer Lionel Wendt was born in Colombo on December

3rd, 1900. Photography and music were his two main passions  from

his childhood.  He fervently pursued these even during his law

education from Cambridge. He further polished his musical talent at

Royal Academy of Music in London and working with Oscar

Beringer and Mark Hambourg. After he returned to Colombo in

1924, he started practicing law only to stop after 4 years after which

he got himself fully devoted to avant-garde music and modern art.

Modern paintings adorned Lionel Wendt’s house with a Steinway

piano sitting pretty in a corner. He was not a lawyer anymore but a

celebrated concert pianist and teacher of music.

Around 1930, Lionel moved to another house. Starting from

quite an ordinary camera he switched to a rolleiflex and then on to

more sophisticated leica equipment. By 1934, he was known in art

circles as an accomplished art photographer. It was during this same

time that Basil Wright visited the island to make a film on Ceylon. He

chose Lionel worked as his assistant to film “Song of Ceylon”.

Since making of  the film, Lionel Wendt dedicated his life mainly

to photography. Though musical recitals didn’t end yet, photography

had taken precedence over his other interests. He developed many

techniques including solarization, photomontage, photogram,

photocollage, reversal, and relief. His work falls in the category of life

studies of  people of  Ceylon, still-life and lyrical abstractions. In 1938,

Leica camera company headed by Ernst Leitz, arranged Lionel Wendt

solo exhibition in London.

Lionel Wendt played a pivotal role in the formation of  “43

Group”. The group included artists like George Keyt, Ivan Peries,

Harry Pieris, Richard Gabriel and Justin Daraniyagala. Lionel Wendt

was a great inspiration to many of his artist friends whose work he

supported and purchased. He ignored the symptoms of his

deteriorating health altogether and died of heart attack in 1944. *



immutable and coherent. Kshanikavada is one such concept.

Translated as “momentariness,” this concept was developed by

Ratnakirtti, an eleventh-century Buddhist logician. According to

him, a thing or person cannot produce an effect at the present

moment similar to that in the past or future moments, which

proves that it is not the same thing or person at different moments.

In Jainism too, a negation of  the notion of  a fixed, coherent

self can be found in the principle of anekantavada or “relative

pluralism”.  According to this concept, nothing can be affirmed

absolutely because all affirmations are true only under certain

conditions and from particular perspectives. All things possess

infinite qualities, each of  which can be affirmed only in a particular

sense. At each moment, there are new collocations.  And finally,

there can be different points of  view of  looking at things.  These

points of view are known as “nayas” in Jain thought and are

deemed to be infinite.  Each of the various available standpoints

represents only one of the many points of view from which a

thing can be looked at.  Hence, any of  the affirmations which

might appear to be true is so in a limited sense and under limited

conditions only.  Contrary affirmations of  things can be assumed

to be true from certain other standpoints.  Therefore, truth is

only conditional and is inconceivable as absolute from any point

of  view.  The same approach is applicable to the ‘self ’.  It is

impossible to perceive the self definitively or absolutely due to its

multi-facetedness. Hence it is logically impossible to posit the

existence of a fixed, definite and coherent self.

The Nyâya school of thought in Indian philosophy also

questions the existence of  a fixed/permanent self. Nyâya is the

name given to one of the six orthodox or âstika schools of Hindu

philosophy. The Nyâya school centrally rooted in a text called the

Nyâya Sûtra. It was written by Gautama, also known as

Akshapada, around the fourth or fifth century BCE. The most

important contribution made by this school is its methodology,

which is based on a system of logic. Its followers believed that

obtaining valid knowledge was the only way to obtain release

from suffering. They took great pains to identify valid sources of

knowledge and to distinguish these from mere false opinions. In

this sense, Nyâya is probably the closest Indian equivalent to

contemporary Western analytical philosophy. According to this

school of thought, the capacity of any thing or person cannot be

known until the effect produced by it is known. Therefore the

being/existence of a thing or person cannot be known until it

produces another effect the next moment and so on.  This means

it is impossible to know any being in totality over a span to time.

Moreover, a permanent perceiver would be required to observe

the change that takes place in the being/existence, which however

is not logical to assume.

Nâgârjuna, the famous Buddhist thinker (100 CE), believed

that three kinds of “svabhâva” of things/beings can be logically

posited.  The first is the “essence svabhâva” which is that essential

property of an object which it cannot lose without ceasing to be

that object. The second is the “absolute svabhâva” which neither

originates from any source, nor is mutable, nor dependent on

anything.  The third is the “substance svabhâva”.  It is primarily an

ontological notion.  It is a kind of secondary existent depending

on linguistic and mental constructions. The fifteenth chapter of

the Mâdhyamaka by Nâgârjuna, investigating the notion of svabhâva,

begins by stating:

Svabhâva cannot result from causes and conditions, because if it

was produced from conditions and causes it would be something

artificially created. But how could svabhâva be artificially created,

as it is not artificially created and not dependent on anything

else? (1-2)

To have svabhâva means to exist in a primary manner,

unconstructed and independent of anything else, not artificially

created or dependent on anything else. But since there is change/

mutation in svabhâva, it can be inferred that there is in fact no

“substance svabhâva”. Everything depends on something and

continually undergoes changes, proving the non-existence of

“substance svabhâva”.

According to the ancient Indian thought, the self is composed

of  five elements: body, sensation, intellect, perception and

consciousness.  Nâgârjuna argues that the self  cannot be identified
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with any of  these constituents because these are always changing.

In that case, we will have to assume that the self is not fixed or

immutable.  Secondly, the self  cannot be assumed to be above

these constituents, because then it would be incomprehensible

through any of  these constituents. If  we cannot know/reach our

self, then it is unimaginable that it can make our decisions for us.

Also it would lose its importance for us in that case. Discussing

the significance of  the nature of  svabhâva, Jan Westerhoff  remarks:
Its realization, that is not just the intellectual

understanding of the absence of svabhâva

in the self but the cognitive shift a

ccompanying the ability to stop

conceiving of oneself as a substantial self,

is taken to be an essential step on the road

to liberation. (157)

Since there is no continuity in the self, it is not something

overarching or unchanging.  As regards the constitutive properties

of the self, Nâgârjuna is of the opinion that it is we who nominalize

one property as constitutive and perceive all others to be

contingent. Such an assumption is baseless as there is hardly any

such hierarchy among these properties. The self, according to him,

is the arbitrary selection of a “shifting coalition of psychophysical

elements” by us without any ontological grounding (160).  It is

impossible to know the self because although it is the subject of

all experience, yet it is distinct from all experience.  It cannot be

known through introspection but only by some indirect clues.  In

Nâgârjuna’s philosophy thus, the absoluteness of  self  vanishes

and in its place emerges a changing subjectivity which is constructed

by events outside oneself.

It can be stated that Buddhism does not accept anything to

be permanent and possessed of  an immutable essence.

Becoming, not being, is the nature of  whatever is. Things appear

and are destroyed.  Whatever exists is momentary. Our notion

of  permanence is derived from the notion of  an illusory

permanence of  ourselves. But differentiating between ‘being’

and ‘becoming’, Buddhism denies even the existence of any

permanent self. What appears as self  is only a collection of

emotions, ideas and tendencies at a particular moment.  But

these ideas, emotions etc., change every moment. Self is a

combined product of these ideas, emotions etc. and the memory

of earlier emotions/tendencies gives the illusion of a coherent/

permanent self.  The sensation of  remembering that one has

been existing over a long time does not prove that a permanent/

immutable self has been in existence.

The concept of pratityasamutpâda or “dependent origination”

has been used in Buddhism to refer to the illusory impression of

the senses and intellect that things originate from each other or

from themselves. Since things/beings have no true essence/nature,

there is no truth or essence in the phenomena that appear.  No

appearances have any intrinsic nature which does not depend on

something else. Explaining this, Sue Hamilton remarks:
It is not stating that nothing exists, but that the manner in

which all things occur is different from either existence, which

implies independence, or non-existence, which implies a denial

of occurrence. (49)

Moreover, if  the soul is a unity, it cannot undergo any process.
In the Buddhist thought, Nirvana is the absence of  the essence of

all phenomena and not what is commonly assumed, that is the
end of all phenomena. Rather, it is the perception that these
phenomena never really existed.

During the 5th century CE, the grammarian Bhartrihari
advanced the concept of “sphota” which holds that a complete
sentence forms a unit of  meaning. The utterance of  the whole

sentence conveys knowledge in a way the individual words and
phrases do not. Individual words convey only partial and
incomplete knowledge, which can be easily distorted and misleading.
Moreover, since words are joined in sentences to produce meaning,
there can be no knowledge outside the medium of language. In
other words, language determines our comprehension of  things

and objects. Bhartròihari believed that the world follows the word
or, in other words, it is language which produces the world as we

understand it.

The idea of an absolute and coherent self is also refuted by

the constructionist school of Chittamâtra. The Chittamâtra is a
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Mahâyâna school founded by Asanga (300 CE). Its followers hold

that all phenomena are merely mind or the “all-ground

consciousness” manifesting as environment, objects and the physical

body, as a result of  habitual tendencies stored within it. It also

means that the manner in which any object exists can only be

established within the context of the cognition of that object. The

world exists through our mental construction of it and since the

mind is always historically and specifically located, the construction

formulated by the mind will always be specific.

Chârvâka, the 7th century philosopher of  the Lokâyata school

of thought, rejects the superiority of mind over body and the related

practices of ascetic penance and torturing of the body to attain

moksha.  His school of thought believes in joyful living and in rejection

of  the soul, the caste system, God, afterlife and religious rites.  The

age-old tradition of treating the mind as superior to the body is

challenged by Chârvâka, concluding that our self  is not composed

of mind only but can be perceived through body as well.

1. The Mahavakyas are great sayings from the Upanishads,

the foundational texts of  Vedanta. Though there are many

Mahavakyas, four of  them, each from one of  the four Vedas, are

mentioned often as “the Mahavakyas”. The subject matter and the

essence of  all Upanishads being the same, all the Mahavakyas

essentially state the same thing in a concise form.

2. The Chandogya Upanishad is one of  the primary Upanishads.

Together with the Jaiminiya Upanishad and the Brihadaranyaka, it

ranks among the oldest Upanishads, dating to the Vedic Brahmana

period (probably before mid-first millennium BCE).

3. Traditional readings of  these Mahavakyas have been made

in the light of transcendental humanism.

Works Cited

Hamilton, Sue. Indian Philosophy: A Very Short Introduction. New York:

Oxford University Press, 2001.

Westerhoff, Jan. Nagajuna’s Madhyamaka. New York: Oxford University

Press, 2009.

South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 95 South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 96

Poems by Sudhir Garimalla

Night Fight

For love of  course it is

No care for body, no mind comes alone

It’s just erased, the soul tires in its return

Honesty is worth only confessions

As mirrors to clearly see myself and forgive

Not broken a word

They just don’t mean anymore

Ok. Here it is, I just release it

And I stopped to think to trivialise and realise

Just alternate opens, always seems to open its doors

Life is slow and accepting unlike me

I’m just rejecting

You need to go now

It’s the dawn of  mad

Oh yes, reviewer

For love somewhere it is

Break the memory

There is no chair

Has to be the same air

Lost somewhere

Of confusing things

More important to do

Get groove

Smack around

Round and round and round

For a while at least lay down

I need it

It just dropped by

The rays of  one’s own games

Oh weep or cry



South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 97 South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 98

You can’t say goodbye

And you’re gone

From me to you

If you see the what

To know

Train train go away

Come again another day

Sweet And Shit Soup

Thinking it will delight others

Weakness looking for release by severe force, peace or disbelief

Disbelief is for anomalies, the friends

From victim to soothsayer, straying taking to rush over and on

Lest it’s gone

Six strings can keep it together

Forget and restart what closely is but not

Like being lover

What I mean could mean more or bring back to shore

Rushing to be over which is never

Only six strings keep me together

To contemplate and not to convey, all along long way

Pushing away, maybe reach to experience stays

Try not looking for, try to hold tight days

Jump to the conclusion, earn praise but fail

Lost, Found, Here Anyway

Who is to blame, tasting humanity life now favours shame

The doom rumble is a jingle, a jingle playing somewhere

Mixed with voices from your head

Not much time in senses allowed, not much, make full use

Insanity in the figures, confusion, a weak foreword to you

All accept all loaned

To down then raise spirits high

Soak in here’s sphere through choices made

One thought lasts one place only, the known address the agony

In the midst to flow upstream

Flashes and sense with drums return

From the mountain view

A single seagull flew, the brave talk to the crew.
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Poems by Mohineet Kaur Boparai

Sighting Summers

The day opens slow on the sides of a peapod

With caterpillars ready to munch on our fingers

It is the heat I will remember the most

That on orange days quarrels to be let in

Intact with its shadows

Alibi to what the clock’s hands tell

The unknown that mixes in the water buckets

Joins the trees in their rustle

They wind crimson threads around its bark

And ask for wishes with eyes open in case

The leaves speak a sign language

Here the names come easy as weeds

Except that they have a story behind

An old woman tells these stories in the evening

When the air matches her waning sight

The morning is about writing and light

The evening is spoken

At night a woman sits with her children under the sky

And chants a hymn to keep the bad spirits away

She says, the sky is a puja tray,

The sun and the moon are the lamps,

And everything around performing an aarti

Again, morning will come steaming

Out of  the earth’s core

And we will begin the day, bursting a coconut

For the parched earth to drink

Where the women are already dreaming

Of a large moon

To put in the evening lemonade

They plant a rice sapling for every memory

And wait for their husbands

In winters when the wait is stiff as a shroud

They will be content wraping themselves

In white, the colour of the season

The Perfume Box

It was not vapours that took me to the box

I was sucked in by the hypnotizing hole in the air

That formed suddenly big-bang-like, playing a

Hide and seek some fifteen years ago

Touching the tips of  discovery I toiled not to

Be caught in that black room with the exotic

Box from England jabbing my mind into a

Frenzy of forgetfulness, flowing into the unknown

Past that belonged to someone in the house

It’s no use to me, being too big to fit in my doll house

No one I imagine is interested in its story now

Stashed amidst the rubble of other newer stories

Now it is an antique, soiled in sediments

Its hinges sound like untimely precipitation

Scouring stiff sentences to put in my mouth

Now there is no mirror inside its lid, only the frame,

And the wood has taken to reflecting the missing

Only the empty vials remain with a mist of scent

Long lost, but lodged somewhere in the air because

Matter is neither created nor destroyed. Only

My grandmother can still smell the lavender

The Night of the Heroes

The night hung in mid air on this side of the gate

A residue forgotten in our chemistry lab

Sticking odorless to our palates
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There was no other way we knew and yet

A trapdoor opened unseen on

The smiling face of a child swimming

Like yolk in egg-shell, yellow to the core

On the other side someone crossed

The gate unscathed by the lava that

Sprouted under her feet like beans

Something told me the smile had opened

The gates making that, this, and there, here

So we all went out to the now in

Taking the child over our shoulders

Saving her from the lava she had saved us from

No, it’s not bad memory; that goes back a billion years

It’s the timing of  the synapses that creates the illusions

Making the sun rise every day up out of our vertebra

Does the sun know light from dark?

And human from hero?

Life is strange like a crucified village in our times

I see the dangers, she sees the cries

Someone they say is the hero sees Christ

Poems by Deepankar Gohain

Adam’s Diary

A for apple

Why is apple a forbidden fruit?

Because it has iron

One percent

Can’t you see the irons?

Protruding like victory towers

Are you an iron smith?

What is there in an apple?

Tomatoes are better

At least, they are not permanent

Only its seeds are not good for the body

Where does this iron track go?

Don’t let them come through the villages?

Don’t you know?

It kills the grass, the cows, the snakes, the birds, and us.

The Glow of the Crow

The crow flew across the desert 

He cut through the dry air and flew low 

Just to see if it was Her shadow 

That was carrying one pot on Her head, 

And another in Her belly.

Nasreen Mohmaddi, 

Where did those lines come from? 

Meaningless, but meaningful.

The crow disguised himself as a smile

No one saw him. 

The city was still far away. 

Choti si jindegi se ek Limca Chura Lo Na. 
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Chura Lo Na? 

Advertisement. Amusement. 

It’s so true. So pure. 

Life can sometimes fly away like an ad 

Or in the chirping of a cricket 

Or maybe in a Liril soap 

La.Lalala.Lalalalalaaa.Lala.La 

In a good shower 

La.La.La 

The Phoren soap that Khakkar can’t forget. 

The crow now flies across the one-sided bridge 

There’s the desert on one side, and water on the other 

Or maybe there is nothing anywhere. 

Mirages. Only mirages. 

Just then from the sands a woman appears 

Wet and weightier 

The crow shuts his eyes to get rid of  her.

He thought she would ask only three questions 

The crow was as prepared as Paris 

He answered his Helen. 

His words sounded like popping corn 

Of childhood, of adulthood, of Manhood and Old hood 

Nope. Not Old hood. 

It’s Old age.

”Then why O’ wise Yaksha shall my brothers not live?” 

I am not a Yaksha, but your father, Yama, the god of  death. 

The crow drew back and turned

And now he reached the real bridge

With both ends 

This time he will reach the city.

There are roads and bridges everywhere

But who will now bridge the gap? 

No one. 

And why should they? 

The crow woke up from the dream and switched on the TV

A hundred channels. 

Why not try Facebook? 

Sign in and then the password. 

But this time there was only,

flagstoothpastehairpinsprintssoapstoiletbox

compactdiscscockroachir onrustwheelsfirstfloo

rssecondfloorsautosb usesparksmetrocomputersca

merasshoesdustpuppydogn aughtygirlmangopicklew

hitedovecowcockleather beltlowceilingsugarcanej

uicemachinepinfungusexpr essionistpaintingdru

mofinkneedlesbirthb edexposedscreen taperecorderyellowbulb

............ 

There was news 

And then there was combat.

Men and Women with freaked out ideas

The Sky is only the curtain. 

There is a garden above,

That can fall on your head anytime.

When was it born?

Was it during the times of  flood, earthquake , civil war...

When?

Beneath the idea, 

There is always a piece of land

Fallen during the times of Paradise Lost,

Like fallen angels,

They are recuperating and retaliating. 

They are still fighting now.

Why are they fighting now?

A day will soon arrive

When men will know

Only the color red.

Why do men flee to unite?



South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 105 South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 106

Beneath the idea,

There’s always a piece of  land.

Open your eyes and see the sun.

Red; it is red, and only red.

Remorse and Fragrance

I convulse

when it is twilight.

And as the midnight sky spreads over

Her remorseful gown,

I frown

Like a toad

Battered by a hailstorm. 

In a city,

Morning descends like a falling star.

Emblazoning the doorway

and the concrete ladened stairways

with the fragrance of jasmine

That departs To sail a way in her Prussian blue ship.

A Poem by Papiya Lahiri

Sublime

The smile gets filtered from happiness within

Tears rolling burning cheeks

Desires peeping from the perfect halo of soft and harsh emo-

tions

Enveloped within the decaying frame

Random thoughts oozing pain

The last drop in the coffee mug

A platter filled with unfinished dreams

The faint murmur of  soul

The flame shines bright

Emotions catering to satisfaction

I want to run and touch the line

But I just crawl in a stupor

Every element of the composed frame

Calls out loud and clear

Though only a whisper escapes

Delaying in every manner possible

When the process of decay is fast and lightning

Like a silly joke bowled in the mildest possible way
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Wetlands is an exhilarating journey into the most intimate parts

of the body and the deepest recesses of the mind. It is not meant

for the prudish as they may get scared by the ghosts of the female

body. It is one of  those kinds of  literary artifacts which hover

around the borders of the precarious relationship between

literature, eroticism and pornography. It is an extremely exotic,

simple and obscene novel. It talks about those bodily experiences

and functions which we generally glance over, such as excretions,

flora and the juices of human sexual organs, in great detail that

leaves the reader spellbound. The novel breaks the barriers to

human expression. It questions puritanical attitudes towards the

female body by ripping apart the layer of artistic/cultural decency

under which such expressions about one’s own body have been

forced to die, especially when it comes to pleasures and pains of the

female body. The novel -through the themes of  illness, hospitals,

masturbation and the body in general – explores the contours of

decency, femininity, bodily pleasures, sexual experience and

contemporary society’s obsession with hygiene and cleanliness. It

depicts the pleasure-seeking adventures and filthy experiments of

Helen Memel, the protagonist with her own body against the

background of the emergence of the contemporary fetishistic

attitude towards the body.

Wetlands is written by Charlotte Roche. It is her first novel.

Roche, now 32, was born in England in 1978, but was brought

up in Germany where she presently lives with her husband and a

daughter. She is an actor, a long time anti-nuclear activist, television
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A Ghazal

Shaharyar

Why does something sear my heart and bruise my eyes?

Why is everyone in this city so troubled?

My heart just searches for an excuse to beat

Why is it so inert like a stone?

What is the reason of my loneliness, my friends?

Why is all about me a total ruin?

I have not talked of  any of  my sorrows.

Why does she feel so ashamed?

Do you find something new in me?

Why does the mirror look at me so dazed?

Translated from Urdu by Gurdev Chauhan



presenter, and, now, a writer. She is a renowned television

personality in Germany. In an interview published in Der Spiegel

in 2010, Roche shocked the world when she offered the German

president Christian Wulff  to have sex with him if  he cast his vote

against Germany’s new legislation for extending the life span of

existing nuclear reactors. The novel is translated by Tim Mohr

who is a staff editor with Playboy magazine.

The central character of the novel is a girl named Helen Memel

who has just crossed the threshold of adulthood. The setting of

the novel is in a German Hospital. Memel’s parents are divorced

and live separately. She has been living with her mother since her

birth. She is a simple, tough, careless, indecent, vulnerable and rough

girl who keeps experimenting with her own body. She is very

outspoken and childishly stubborn. She loves each and every aspect

of  her bodily existence right from the sweat of  her body, the juices

and flora of  her vagina to menstrual blood and excretory functions.

She celebrates her body and passionately lives the so called carnal

pleasures of existence as a blessing bestowed on the humans by a

“nonexistent God”. She hates using any cosmetics because she thinks

that “[m]ost people have just been alienated from their bodies and

trained to think that anything natural stinks and anything artificial

smells nice”(13). Growing avocados is her only hobby, besides

fucking and “spreading bacteria”.

At the start of the novel, Memel is lying in hospital trying to

recall the probable reasons of her illness, waiting to be operated

upon. She has been admitted to Maria Hilf hospital because she

is suffering from severe anal lesion as a result of an unusual growth

of  hemorrhoids around her anus. She always had hemorrhoids

but was scared to talk about these with anyone. Her proctologist

advised her to let them stay as long as they didn’t hurt. She has

been using different kinds of  lubricants to deal with the itching.

Hemorrhoids have been expanding right from the day she first

noticed them. She needs to be operated because in the course of

shaving her anus, she managed to get a cut on it which slowly

festered into a wound. It pains badly down there. Memel asks

Dr. Notz what he is going to do with her anus and how is he

going to manage during the operation. Notz answers all her queries

and tells her she may loose control of her sphincter muscles, as a

result of which she may crap anytime and might need to use

diapers always. But Notz assures her that it rarely happens and

asks her to sign the contract before the operation. After hearing

him, Memel gets worried and prays to God: “…dear nonexistent

God, don’t let this happen.” The operation finishes successfully.

Memel is back into her room. She is accompanied by Robin,

the nurse, who has been quite friendly to Memel. As Robin leaves,

he tells Memel to just click on the call button if she need any

medication. Now Memel is all alone in the room. She has an

exploratory view around her room. How does the place look while

she struggles to overcome the hypnotic effects of  anesthesia? The

pain is slowly coming back, she realizes, and rings the call button to

ask for medication. Robin appears after a few minutes. Memel

orders him to quickly bring pills as the pain is getting worse. In the

meantime, she recalls how she played a prank of having a severe

pain in her left abdomen on her mom when she wanted to fail

French classes. She tries to imagine the present condition of  her

asshole that is unusually distended. She quickly slurps down the pills

and follows the best way to put herself  to sleep.

From here onwards as she settles down after waking up,

Memel ruminates about her past sexual experiences, the pranks

she and her friend Corinna used to play on strangers, her blood-

flows and ensuing problems of keeping herself clear of it, her

journeys to brothels to sleep with other women, and her innovative

ways of  masturbating. She had a successful sex life until now and

greatly relishes any kind of penetration, besides a special liking

for the anal one. She does not distinguish between the gadgets,

whether natural or artificial that she uses to enjoy the pleasures

her body offers. Rather, she is quite experimental when it comes

to masturbating or deriving pleasures from her body. She likes

smelling her “slime” and enjoys eating her “smegma”. She likes

being dirty in sexual matters. She recollects how she was once

asked, by a stranger named Kanell, if she would like being shaved

by him. It was one of  her most whimsical dates ever. At one
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point, she dwells on the social perceptions related to having sex

when one is bleeding. She hates the “exaggerated sense of  shame”

when it comes to natural bodily fluids, periods, and subsequent

blood flows. She further muses that those days are gone when

“[i]t used to be considered disgusting for a man to fuck a woman

who was bleeding”. She rejoices in sex when she is bleeding if the

other person doesn’t mind. Bathing in the pool of her vaginal

blood, she is surrounded by a feeling of  exultation and humanness.

During her stay in hospital, her only other engagement besides

ruminating on her bodily pleasures is her family. She wants to

make full use of the time as long as she is in  hospital and devises

a plan to reunite her divorced parents by making them visit her at

the same time. At least, they would need to speak to each other at

that point of time. They both come, but unfortunately not at the

same time. She misses the opportunity. She contrives another

opportunity by intentionally injuring herself once again so that

her stay in  hospital may be dragged a little longer. She tries calling

them with the help of Robin and leaves messages on their phone

machines, but fails.

The “oafish” nurses keep visiting her time and again, sometimes

because of their duty; on other occasions, because the restless Helen

Memel had pressed the buzzer. She does not like the nurses because

they are all very tidy, clean, carefully styled and well-kept. And Helen

feels these women look like artificial robots who have lost the

naturalness of existence. She says: “They sit around stiffly-like works

of art – because they know how much work has gone into

everything and they want it to last as long as possible”. They hate

their own body; that’s why they cover it up with all those cosmetics.

She likes Robin as he is been friendly and nice to her and who

invariably agrees to listen to her wild imaginings. She even tries to

seduce him by telling him the stories of her coquettish affairs in the

discos. She has been successful. The novel ends with Helen moving

out of hospital to stay with Robin.

Roche washes away the dust of morality and social taboos

which has accumulated over the surfaces of female body through

the ages as she lets the reader witness the female body as it really

is, shorn of any socio-cultural ornamentation. The strength of

the novel lies in that it talks about those dark areas of female

body, pleasures and sexual life that have always been there but

somehow were pushed beneath the mattress. The novel is directly

about self-expression, both cultural and social. In an interview given

to the magazine Granta, she says, “I think a lot of women still don’t

masturbate, simply because they don’t know how to talk about it”.

There are still a lot of taboos when it comes to the expression of

women’s sexuality and bodily desires. And sex with a lady is not

about the male pleasure only, one has to, as she further argues,

“…face those dirty bits—otherwise you might as well not get started

with the business of sex in the first place”. The novel certainly

stretches the boundaries of literary expression, particularly in the

case of  women’s writing about their bodies, pleasures and pains. It

falls in the tradition of such explicit novels about female sexuality

as I love Dick by Chris Krauss and The Sexual Life of Catherine M by

Catherine Millet, which tear down the veil of decency and explore

a range of self-expression in fiction.
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Two poems by Sarod Sudip

That Woman

I look at that woman
selecting buttons
at the shop counter
absorbed in the act

sorting and comparing
their shapes and looks
sizes and colours.
Perhaps she needs them to fasten
onto her husband’s shirt
or her son’s
who has just begun his school.
She is busy selecting buttons
one after the other

Here am I,
a wastrel
shopping wares
put for sale on the wheel.
I just go stuffing
my bag with all odds and ends
blindly and without a care in the matter
not even looking at my buys
taking no time with the things
doing things in a tearing hurry
as if the world were to
come to an end tonight.

That woman is now 
matching the tones and curves.
Maybe she has only a few coins on her.
I imagine her breaking into a song

as she sits home tying buttons.

Translated by Gurdev Chauhan

A letter that refused to be posted

I told you

I shall send you a letter

Despite best efforts

It must not have reached you

That beats me

Knocked a lot at every door

But no response

Went to post office

Even armed with address

Sea, mountain, forest

Blocked my way

Don't get aged

Waiting on it

I panted

Completed and sealed it to mail

Then I slept

Holding it in my hand

Till I awoke.

(Translated by Sidhu Damdami)



Fragments of  Warmth

Aartee Kaul Dhar

Amanullah was an exceptional artist.

He worked with lac and created wonders from it. Heating

up lac rods and then using stones pearls and crystals he would in

no time create miniature animals, pens, paperweights and jewellery

such as rings, anklets, earrings and beautiful bangles that would

dazzle the onlooker by their sheer beauty and intricate design.

The man surely knew his art. He was so good at it that he was

honoured by the President of India for creating a large swan in

crystals and beads that almost blinded the onlooker with its fineness

and appeared ready to take off to the skies above. I called him

the Chudiwalla (bangle man).

Amanullah made most beautiful bangles in lac studded with

stones that shone as diamonds. As a kid I loved to visit his shop

with my mom in the Maniharon ka Rasta (the street of the bangle
makers) in Jaipur. Once in it, I was like little Alice lost in

wonderland. The bejewelled bangles in various colours and the

sparkling pieces of jewellery all around made the shop look like a

storehouse of  diamonds blinding and dazzling. His craft was so

popular that he had numerous customers flocking to his shop

daily though all shopkeepers around sold similar stuff. His fair,

plump and jovial wife Umra sat beside him authoritatively at the

counter chewing pan and ever smiling at all visitors. Amanullah

had a robust physique, almost like that of a sportsman. I secretly

thought he almost looked like a film star of Persia. He was good-

looking and full of life. He shaped his white beard in a very

special manner. He didn’t keep it long and flowing as other Muslim

artisans in the locality did but short and trimmed starting from

his temples and covering his cheeks and chin.  Umra and Amanullah

made a very handsome couple and were liked a lot by people for

their warmth politeness and hospitality.

I was specially fussed over by Umra as she didn’t have a

daughter. She would whisk me away to the interiors of  the house

and pamper me with sweets and chocolates. She would then pack

off a couple of colourful lac bangles my size that I was supposed

to quietly pocket without telling mom. I inevitably got caught

every time since I wasn’t good at doing so and my mom insisted

on paying for everything gifted to me.

Over the years that followed I enjoyed my visits to Amanullah’s

shop. The couple was very loving and as time passed, my contact

with them culminated into something more than just a buyer-

seller relationship. His sons had now grown into handsome young

men and one day we saw two beautiful young brides in green

and red attire sitting coyly next to Umra trying to learn the family

trade. They were shaping lac bangles and setting crystals and stones

on them with tweezers whilst these were still hot. Amanullah and

Umra appeared very happy and contented with life as they were

in-laws now and surely hoping to be grandparents very soon. We

hugged the radiant brides and they accepted my mom’s gifts and

blessings gratefully.

Time marched on as it always does.

Years later I was passing by the royal palace of  Jaipur when

I remembered the long lost fragments of  warmth. We stopped

at the street and my children and I trooped in. ‘Where are we

going mamma?’ my kids enquired. I carried on and mainly by

memory and instinct stopped at a shop. Two plump and fair

women sat shaping bangles. When I enquired about Amanullah

and Umra they smiled and whisked away my children into the

interiors of  the house that was adjacent to the shop. A young

man came out smiling. This was Ali, Umra and Amanullah’s elder

son. He greeted us and requested us to follow him. We did.

The room he led us to wasn’t very well lit. On the bed I saw

Umra lean and old. The woman sure recognized me after all

those years; she hugged me and kissed my forehead. She had

suffered a stroke and beside her sat Amanullah smiling but not so

strong any longer. The man had changed physically beyond

recognition. Though he had advanced in years his eyes were the

same nevertheless. But nothing else was. I felt betrayed by what

time had done to them. They were glad to see us. Amanullah told
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me how Umra suffered from diabetes, heart ailment and finally a

stroke and how he was lovingly looking after his lovely once

plump wife. Umra raised a weak smile at that and all this

excitement was gauged by my children who were all this while

enjoying the attention and affection of this old couple and their

family. I believe this couple missed us and would mention us

quite often to their children and grandchildren. We were kept

alive in their memories this way and hence the two daughters-

in-law recognized us immediately and whisked the children away

as their mom-in-law would do to me. We exchanged notes and

had a lot to talk and catch up on, to make up for all those years,

and we did.

This was the year Kashmir and Gujarat burnt in communal

violence. People of different communities dared not tread into

each other’s domain. Here were two families, one Hindu and the

other Muslim, sitting together, bonding again, ensconced in the

sweet memories of bygone years and enjoying such emotional

and psychological comfort. After a couple of hours together we

got up to leave. Umra mumbled something and Amanullah dug

up a small packet from a box. It was a gift of love and was the

last item Umra had made (before she suffered a stroke) with her

chubby and plump hands the dexterity of which I could never

admire enough. She couldn’t work with her hands any more.

I opened the gift with great care. It was a pair of Dijehroos

made with white lac shimmering and shining, studded with

Australian diamonds. Dijehroo is a piece of  jewellery worn by

Hindu Kashmiri women in their ears as a sign of wedlock.

The Muslim and Hindu families parted again, this time leave-

taking wetted a few eyes. Amanullah was sure I would return one

day to look them up and hence he caught my wrist and slipped in

a few colourful lac bangles he had made for me long time back.

They were simple but beautiful just as their maker’s heart.

Away from communal frenzy and oblivious to the maddening

world outside, Amanullah the chudiwalla froze in our memories.

He who was always a part of my childhood memories became

immortal in my children’s memories too. *

Stories of the Soil

Classic Punjabi Stories

Edited and translated by Nirupama Dutt

Published by Penguin Books

Price Rs. 350

Gurdev Chauhan

First a word about Punjab. Punjab forms the northern heart

rib of erstwhile India, a cradle of food and home to many-

spangled tales of  labor, love, lust and loss. Punjabi culture, born

out of the rich alluvial soil of undivided Punjab stretched back

to the times of  Rig Veda and the epic battle of  Kurukshetra,

has stayed mostly oral in nature. Life here has been hard, hectic

and nomadic due to Punjab plains falling in the way of plunderers

who invaded India from the the north west in the last two

millenniums. Fighting or loving, on the front of   battle or of

heart left Punjabis little time to sit back to reflect and write.

Punjabi culture has thus survived essentially by way of  memory

and mouth. It found its course through song and music. Ballads

of  great tales of  beauty, love, loss, fight and chivalry, the main

archetypes of Punjabi psyche, composed and sung are the early

forms of  story writing.

Punjabi fiction has come rather late on the Indian literary

scene. Punjabi came to be taught in schools in Punjab or elsewhere

only after the partition. Before that, Urdu, English and Hindi were

taught in schools; Punjabi was studied only through self-effort in

the Gurdwaras. That was why some of  the best known fiction

writers went on to write in Urdu, Hindi and English. Khushwant

Singh and Mulk Raj Anand went on to write in English. Krishna

Chandra and Rajinder Singh Bedi wrote in Urdu. Upendra Nath

Ashk, Krishna Sobti and Mohan Rakesh made their mark in Hindi.

Only Balwant Gargi and Devinder Satyarthi stood ground in

Punjabi after their brief sojourn in English and Hindi. In Pakistani

Punjab, Punjabi fiction lost to Urdu. That way Manto was a big

loss to Punjabi fiction.
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Punjabi fiction has not stayed very different from the Punjab’s

basic cultural traits. However, the arrival of  industries, new farm

technologies, and power brokering, crude urbanization, land grabs

and the widening rich-poor divide ushered in newer emotional

spectrums and mental make-ups of the people. The result was

the fusion and fading of feudal attachment to the land. Large

scale unemployment and displacement of land labour, utilization

of land for rapid urbanization, dispersal and migration of Punjabis

out of  Punjab and India have also culturally affected the Punjabis.

Vicissitudes rooted in such economic upheavals find reflection in

the contemporary Punjabi fiction. There is another facet to Punjabi

culture. Punjabis are by nature very open-minded and gregarious.

They are not very place-fixated either, fanned out as they are to

far-flung places in India and outside. Thus they are home to many

rich and varied experiences through cross-cultural encounters

which have changed the character and voice of contemporary

fiction a great deal. Cultural change that these stories testify is

certainly wider and acuter than elsewhere in Indian fiction.

Nirupama Dutt was a right pick by Penguin Books for bringing

out this anthology. Her earlier three fiction anthologies Half  A Sky,

Children of  The Night and Our Voices ( the last one she co-edited with

Ajit Cour) have earned her the reputation of being among the

most competent editors and translators of Punjabi, Hindi and Urdu

fiction into English. All considered, this is the first comprehensive

and elegant collection of a century of Punjabi fiction written in

India, Pakistan and other countries. Nirupama Dutt has done

commendable fieldwork to collect, select, and shortlist and finalize

the stories. Some stories in this collection had appeared only in

magazines and hence were difficult to find. All the great names are

there, like Sant Singh Sekhon, Amrita Pritam, Kartar Singh Duggal,

Nanak Singh,  Kulwant Singh Virk, Balwant Gargi and Dalip Kaur

Tiwana,  as also new ones like Gulzar Muhammad  Goria, Gul

Chauhan, Bhagwant Rasulpuri, Rashpinder Risham, Veena Verma,

Parvez Sandhu and Surinder Sahota.

That literature is a product of the time is borne out well by

the themes these stories weave. During the last one hundred years,

Punjab has gone through violent partition of the country coinciding

with the independence of India, followed by the resurgence  of

the landless and industrial labor culminating in the Naxalite

movement, then a separatist movement leading to the Delhi

massacre. And then Punjab also witnessed the emergence of new

feudalism (with its honor killings and female foeticide), inter-caste

marriages, unbridled corruption, rampant drug use,  uncontrolled

urbanization, women’s self-awareness and empowerment, Dalit

consciousness, and both diasporic and homegrown alienation,

uprooting and nostalgia. That socio-cultural changes like these have

seeded the stories of  this volume is a fact too oblivious to miss.

Although this anthology is subtitled Classic Punjabi Stories yet

this collection is inclusive of all trends and shades of Punjabi

fiction so far noticed as being at work. In fact Nirupama Dutt

has herself categorized only six stories as classics in the thematic

index. Apart from these, several other stories in the volume are

also representative of  the times.  As to their future reception, only

the time and the taste of the future fiction readership can tell.

Other categories that have been drawn are: The Great Divide

and After, Forever a Woman, Love and Longing, The Village and

the Town, The Dalit Voices, Beyond the Barbed Wire and Faraway

Shores. Of  these, the categories of  The Classics, The Dalit Voices,

Beyond the Barbed Wire and Faraway Shores cannot be strictly

called thematic. Moreover, by that yardstick Parvez Sandhu and

Waryam Sandhu should have come under Faraway Shores as they

reside in USA and Canada respectively. Further, The Classics and

The Dalit Voices are not thematic categories as such but labels,

and so invite unnecessary controversy. For example, some readers

would like to label Grass by Kulwant Singh Virk as a classic while

others would call Doors and Windows in a Rainy Day by Zubair

Ahmad as a heady classic. The same can be said about non-Dalit

concerns in the stories by Dalit writers and the Dalit concerns

voiced in the stories by non-Dalit Writers.

Punjabi fiction seems to have made up for its late start. The

anthology has as many as 41 stories that make it substantially

representative. Almost all the big players in the field have found
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place in it except a few,  namely Santokh Singh Dhir, Ajit Cour,

Jaswant Singh Virdi, Harjit Atwal, Jarnail Singh (Canada) and

Swaran Chandan. We presume they are not represented here for

reasons other than their worth as storytellers.For example, some

of these have already been published in translation in English.

Stories of The Soil exudes a feel of the original, which is a

superb achievement for any translation. For its range, variety of

storyline and theme, this pioneer anthology of  Punjabi fiction of

the last century will surely serve as brand ambassador of  Punjabi

culture in all corners of the English-knowing world.

Review of Slavoj •i•ek’s

First as Tragedy, then as Farce

Shikha Keneth

Slavoj •i•ek is a professor at the European Graduate School in

Switzerland, International Director of the Birkbeck Institute for

the Humanities, University of London and, a senior researcher at

an Institute of  Sociology, University of  Ljubljana, Slovenia. He is

also a renowned philosopher, cultural critic and socio-political

activist and has authored several books.

The recommenders of •i•ek describe him as a “rock star”

of  the contemporary intellectual circles. According to them, the

manner in which he is able to “zero in” on the absurdities and

contradictions of the modern world is “electrifying” (Leonard).

In their view, •i•ek has attempted the impossible, that is, a total

theorization of the world. He has been successful in encompassing

influences and instances from literature, linguistics, psychoanalysis,

film studies, philosophy, opera, theology, political theory, electronic

technology, history, popular culture, and current events into a

discourse of unprecedented heterogeneity (Harpham). However,

the critics state that •i•ek – with his multilingual familiarity with

an array of materials – flouts the standards of reasoned argument.

According to Edward R. O’Neill, • i•ek’s philosophical works

follow “no method whatever”. His writings are merely a “dizzying

array of wildly entertaining and often quite maddening rhetorical

strategies are deployed in order to beguile, browbeat, dumbfound,

dazzle, confuse, mislead, overwhelm, and generally subdue the

reader into acceptance” (“The Last Analysis”). Geoffrey Galt

Harpham says that •i•ek seems to write for the browser. His

writings are, in fact, a “stream of nonconsecutive units arranged

in arbitrary sequences that solicit a sporadic and discontinuous

attention”. David Bordwell, on the other hand, criticizes •i•ek’s

“obscure and pretentious” manner of recycling an established

philosophical perspective. He goes on to say that the Slovenian

philosopher’s writing style is basically a “stretch of  churned mud”
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softened by colourful references to currents events and popular

culture (“Say Anything”).

The writing style of •i•ek has indeed received a lot of

attention as well as criticism since the beginning of his foray into

scholarly discussion. The author himself is quick to admit that the

primary attraction of his work resides in the manner in which he

sustains the theoretical line of  argument in his writings. It is done

by incorporating “numerous examples from cinema and popular

culture, by jokes and political anecdotes often dangerously

approaching the limits of good taste” (The •i•ek Reader viii). In

his guide to •i•ek’s key ideas, Tony Myers states that part of  the

lure of his work lies in the way in which he negotiates “the limits

of good taste” and incorporates the everyday within his work. In

his view, •i•ek’s approach is immensely engaging than the standard

philosophy which descants in rather pinched and windless tones

about death and the extremities of  high-minded poetry. The subject

matter in •i•ekian writings is, in fact, the “hole” in the discourse

of  philosophy. It is that which is normally excluded from the

realm of theory in order to constitute the proper topic of theory

(2-3). This flouting of the standards of theory is, however,

undertaken by •i•ek from the point of view of orthodox

philosophy itself. In brief, it is this assimilation of high philosophy

with low culture in •i•ek’s works that makes him distinct among

contemporary philosophers. In other words, • i•ek’s constant

references to popular culture highlight his heterogeneity within

the realm of  orthodox philosophy.

In his works, •i•ek has engaged in critical inquiry of concepts

like Hegelianism, Marxism and Lacanian psychoanalysis. In fact,

• i •ek’s reading and subsequent reinterpretation of  the works by

G.W.F. Hegel, Karl Marx and Jacques Lacan is instrumental in his

contribution to political theory, film theory and theoretical

psychoanalysis. A British psychologist and researcher named Ian

Parker – in his analysis of the works by •i•ek – maintains that

these political, philosophical and psychoanalytical reference points

combine to form the “real stakes” of  his works (107). These stakes

are namely ideological subjectivity, cultural analysis and political

transformation. In fact, these key ideas are evoked in each and

every work by •i•ek. Similarly, all the afore-mentioned perspectives

form the theoretical framework of  his book titled First as Tragedy,

Then as Farce. The text is divided into two sections where the first

part focusses on ideology and critiques the contemporary capitalist

order. In the second part, however, •i•ek lays emphasis on the fact

that the “blatant irrationality” of global capitalism necessitates the

revival of the “communist hypothesis” (81, 87).

The title of this book is borrowed from Karl Marx’ re-

visioning of a Hegelian idea that all the events and characters of

world history have been known to occur twice: the first time as

tragedy and, the second time as farce. In his introduction to his

thesis, •i•ek cites two events that have transformed the

contemporary global politico-economic climate in order to

reinforce Marx’s statement of  the repetitive aspect of  history.

The first event, in his view, is the terrorist attacks upon USA on

September 11, 2001. He says that the destruction of the twin

towers has heralded the emergence of new walls all over the

world, instilled fear into the West, rekindled war in the Middle

East and caused socio-economic segregation between the nation-

states themselves. Furthermore, the global banking crisis of  2008

has lengthened the chasm that exists between the affluent and the

poor. These events are, according to •i•ek, serious strikes against

liberalism as a political dogma as well as an economic theory.

They also highlight the catastrophic elements of the global market

capitalism. In fact, •i•ek devotes half the text towards outlining

the utopian core of  the capitalist ideology that has determined

the economic crisis as well as the social perceptions of and

reactions to it.

Following the tenets of  Hegel’s idea of  ‘dialectical thinking’,

•i•ek evokes several scholars who have participated in the

discourse regarding the current deplorable status of global

civilization that is the result of capitalism and socialism. According

to Alain Badiou, •i•ek quotes, the fundamental lesson of

globalization is that capitalism can accommodate itself to any

and every situation or condition. •i•ek also cites journalists like
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Emily Flynn Vencat and Ginanne Brownwell who have highlighted

the manner in which capitalism has exploded into a whole way

of  life and encompassed every aspect of  society. This explosion

has, in his view, resulted in the swift escalation of  the gulf  between

the rich and the poor. He points out that the wealthy individuals –

recognized as “global citizens” – have insulated themselves from

humanity by creating a parallel universe that is unmarred from the

existence of the financially underprivileged beings (5). In other

words, the reality of the poor in a capitalist world is etched in their

very non-existence. But it does not mean that the rich are immune

to financial meltdown as it became evident during the global banking

crisis. Nonetheless, the politicians, bankers and the economists

received the economic crisis of 2008 as an “unpredictable surprise”.

It is because of their existence in a system of capitalist socialism

that is based on “illusory utopian expectations” and provides a

false sense of security to individuals (26).

Few months before the crash in the global market, • i •ek

says, the influential people busied themselves with reflecting upon

concerns like fight against AIDS, hunger, water shortage, global

warming and other concerns that were plaguing their nation’s

lower classes as well as the Third-World countries (80). However,

the financial meltdown introduced an urgency to act within those

in power in order to “save the banks” (80). Hence, they did not

bat an eyelid during the massive government intervention across

the West at the expense of  millions of  average, middle-class

taxpayers who operate on the sidelines of the global market. The

rich citizens, •i•ek argues, view it basically as a “moral hazard”

which he defines as the risk that somebody will behave immorally

because insurance, the law, or some other agency will protect them

against any loss that his or her behavior might cause (12). In brief,

all social and legal institutions and agencies have been constructed

in order to provide aid to the rich and, consequently, serve to

stabilize capitalism. The Left, according to •i•ek, highlights,

critiques and tries to convince others about the sinister aspects of

capitalist socialism but remain unsuccessful in their endeavour.

The proletariats, on the other hand, realize their subjection but

fail to precipitate a radical emancipatory politics. Instead they are

forced to live as if they are free (10). •i•ek says that several of

the lower-class individuals known as the populist conservatives

are, in fact, voting themselves into economic ruin. By proposing

their minimal economic program of “fewer taxes and fewer

regulations”, they are assigning more freedom to the big

companies that are ruthlessly driving impoverished farmers out

of business (33). According to him, the primary reason that a

large segment of society perpetrates its own destruction is the

ideology that underlies the system of  capitalism.

•i•ek’s critique of  ideology is based on Marx’s statement in

Das Capital “they do not know it, but they are doing it.” •i•ek

elaborates further that the premise of  ideology lies in a kind of

basic and constitutive naïveté on the part of the individual.

Ideology involves the misrecognition of  its own presuppositions,

divergence between social reality and an individual’s distorted

representation and consciousness of it. According to •i•ek, the

purpose of this process is to lead the naïve ideological

consciousness to a point at which it can recognize its own operative

conditions, the social reality that it is distorting, and through this

very act dissolve itself. He calls this process ideological mystification

which, he argues, is the very essence of  social reality. This is

brought about through the practice of cynicism by the ruling

culture. In this text, •i•ek reiterates that ideology has normalized

capitalism and presented it as the only feasible alternative for the

evolution of  humanity. Moreover, he says that the modern regime

functions on the basis of contemporary cynicism which is an exact

inversion of  Marx’s ideological formula. Here, the individual

imagines that he/she does not believe in ideology. However,

regardless of this imaginary distance all individuals continue to

practice it. In fact, •i•ek lays bare the way ideology functions

today: it is evident in the manner nobody takes democracy or

justice seriously. Despite being aware of  its corrupted nature, every

individual participates in upholding the idea of democracy because

he or she assumes that it works even if they don’t believe in it.

The present capitalist society, •i•ek argues, exists in a “post-
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ideological era” where ideology functions more and more in a

fetishistic mode (involving deliberate disavowal of logic) as

opposed to its traditional symptomal mode (65). Here, money –

as Marx terms it – is a fetish and man pretends to be a rational and

utilitarian subject yet embodies the disavowed belief in it. Suffice it

to say that ideology is “one big fetishistic denial” (37).  Furthermore,

the supposed logistics of rationality compel man to continuously

re-invent and re-create one’s identity in order to sustain the

contemporary hegemonic consumerist ideology (65).  •i•ek’s

analysis of the ongoing socio-economic crisis thus demonstrates

the “dangerously utopian” core of liberal-democratic-capitalistic

order as well as the “blatant irrationality” of global capitalism (79,

81). According to him, it also throws light on communism as the

plausible solution to the global problems.

•i•ek views communism in the light of  Vladimir Lenin’s

definition of the concept involving “return to the beginning” (87).

Instead of trying to rejuvenate the communisms of the recent

past, •i•ek says that all the philosophers, economists and academics

must revert to the basic tenets of Marxist theory and start afresh.

This beginning is termed by Badiou as “the communist

hypothesis” (88). •i•ek adds that this hypothesis is not an ideal

but a movement which reacts to the antagonism posed by

capitalism. In brief, communism emerges out of the inconsistencies

and discord created by capitalism. Hence, the existence of

communism is contingent upon the reality of capitalism as its

antagonist. •i•ek further inquires whether the theoreticians should

endorse this predominant naturalization of capitalism or reject

this notion due to the emergence of  four antagonisms. He outlines

these antagonisms as the threat of economic catastrophe,

privatization of  intellectual property, developments of  science

and technology, especially biogenetics and creation of  new forms

of apartheid, respectively (91). The first three antagonisms totalize

what Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri term as the “commons”

which, in turn, justifies the “resuscitation of the notion of

communism” (92). But •i•ek states that this requires the

radicalization of the proletariat subject. Here, he focusses on the

class of the “excluded” that include all kinds of people hailing

from lower classes whose distinction lies in their very exclusion.

These groups, in his view, stand “directly for singular universality”

as well as represent the proletariat position that is emphasized by

communism (99).

However, the state community views the excluded as a form

of  threat and continually conspires to keep them at distance. Also,

the singularly universal proletariat does not come without its share

of  problems. The implementation of  communism is tricky

because the proletariat is itself fractured and alienated from within

into different groups such as the intellectuals, the traditional and

the outcasts (comprising the unemployed). •i•ek sees no way to

prevail over this alienation and concedes that it is our destiny to

be doomed. And the best solution to prevent such a catastrophe

is to accept it. It involves confrontation with the catastrophe,

rejection of the historical notion of temporality and, introduction

of a new notion of time (150). •i•ek states that destiny and free

action go hand in hand and, also, that the most radicalized form of

freedom is to change one’s destiny. Towards the end, he reiterates

Badiou’s statement that history has a meaning only when it involves

human emancipation by the way of the proletariat. Badiou also

claims that communism was the only period that was driven by the

meaning of  history. Moreover, •i•ek says that it is futile to wait for

some revolutionary agents or big events or some other miracle in

order to save ourselves from the oncoming catastrophe. Instead

he concludes with the statement that “we are the one we have been

waiting for” (148). In conclusion, •i•ek says that “pure

voluntarism”, that is, the free decision to act against historical necessity

is the only way to reengage with communism (154).

In this text, •i•ek proves himself to be the true polymath.

He presents an impressive and stimulating critique of the manner

in which the Western capitalist society has arrived at its doom. In

his exposure of the iniquities and the destruction brought upon

humanity by global capitalism, •i•ek touches on various social,

political and economical aspects. He cites society’s disavowal of

the devastation created by ideology as being predominant in the
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figure of Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi who ruthlessly

and shamelessly exploits state power in order to protect his self

interests. Furthermore, •i•ek chooses the ‘pop culture approach’

to present a cohesive theoretical argument. For instance, he highlights

the hegemonic aspect of  the consumerist ideology through his

citation of  Starbucks coffee’s “Ethos Water” program (54). It is,

according to him, basically an exercise in consumerism that works

upon deceiving people into indulging in an experience of absolute

meaningfulness. Also, this text is grounded in the key ideas of  •i•ek

– Marxist, Hegelese and, Lacanese – which he re-visits throughout

the thesis. Nevertheless, there are several times that he contradicts

himself and becomes decidedly incomprehensible.

•i•ek readily criticizes the intellectuals who create or assign

new-terms for some phenomenon such as (“postmodern society”,

“postindustrial society”, et cetera) for they deem it novel and

unfathomable. But he too suffers from this syndrome. For

instance, he states that instead of  struggling for state power or

distancing oneself from it, the true task to be should be “to make

the state work in a non-statal mode” (130). Such instances of

incomprehensibility of content crop up quite a number of times

throughout the book. Furthermore, •i•ek indulges in quite an

exhaustive analysis of both global capitalism and presents on

communism as its sole alternative. But his thesis remains

incomplete because •i•ek never dwells on the manner in which

the proposed global communist alternative would be realized by

humanity. He never points out the difference communism shall

make in place of  capitalism. Also, the sheer level of  intellectual

hypocrisy is evident in his legitimization of violence in the

proletariat’s struggle for communism. He makes it clear that he

abhors the sustenance of global capitalism at the expense of the

happiness as well as the lives of  lower classes. But he is ready to

prescribe the proletariat’s indulgence in coercion, destruction and

violent struggle for the achievement of  Marx’s basic tenets of

communism. It is certainly naïve and farcical on •i•ek’s part to

consider the return to “pure” communism as the solution of all

problems that have followed the economic crisis. The system of

communism itself is not detached from the occurrences of gross

miscalculations and human errors. Besides it is all the more difficult

to locate, expose and correct the inaccuracies in a classless society.

Nonetheless, •i•ek needs to be lauded for trying to envision a

world that is beyond global capitalism.
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Book Review

Performing Women/ Performing Womanhood: Theatre,

Politics and Dissent in North India

By Nandi Bhatia

Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2010

Alpna Saini

Nandi Bhatia in her book Performing Women/ Performing Womanhood:

Theatre, Politics and Dissent in North India attempts a comprehensive

analysis of the contribution of women actors, writers, dramatists,

directors and activists who have been instrumental in preserving

woman’s point of  view in theatre and other forms of  art,

especially literature and films. She not only analyses the portrayal

of  women in men’s theatre but also studies women’s theatre and

their struggle for a place in the history of  theatre.

In the introductory chapter, Bhatia sketches an outline of the

history of women actors on the theatre stage, their marginalized

status and the problems they faced in the form of  derogatory

treatment by important thinkers and producers of the time. The

work of  many biographers and reformers, who played an

important role in countering the prevailing prejudices against

women actors, is also recorded. At the same time, Bhatia does

not overlook the discursively internalized patriarchal superiority

of  these biographers and reformers which marked their writing.

Theatre in the pre-independence years played a predominantly

reformist role and acquired nationalistic fervor in the forties, which

tended to ignore female voices. Bhatia emphasizes the need to

recognize the personal narratives of women artists  in this kind of

theatre while recovering the complex history of  performing women.

She also claims greater visibility for the women artists who worked

on the margins of dominant theatrical activity and even contested

the codes of  female propriety canonized through patriarchal norms.

The author also examines the material conditions that informed

the lives of women artists as inscribed in the biographies of actresses

such as Binodini Devi and Gulab Bai.

In the first chapter entitled ‘Constructing the Theatre Actress,’

the author studies – by way of analysis of the biographies of

some prominent theatre actresses of the pre-independence period

– these women’s marginalization and social stigmatization. She

points out the self-preoccupation of male biographers who

effaced the contribution of these actresses and did not do justice

to their role in the formative and evolutionary years of  theatre.

Writing a comprehensive history, beginning 1795, of  actresses

performing on stage and a simultaneous history of  male/social

opinion on their status, Bhatia discusses how women gradually

came to be accepted in this male domain primarily owing to the

compulsions of social realism on the one hand and the financial

considerations on the other, especially in the thirties and forties.

The author undertakes an insightful study of  Premchand’s

Actress and the film Teesri Kasam (based on Phanishwarnath Renu’s

novel with the same title) to bring out  the contribution of literature

and films in reconstructing the roles of  performing women under

the male gaze. The author perceptively remarks on the non-

availability of  a female perspective due to the women’s

internalization and acceptance of  the norms and dictums of

patriarchy. She praises Premchand for his sensitive portrayal of

Tara in Actress but overlooks the patriarchally inflected ending

which suggests that the actress must renounce everything that

makes a woman “respectable” if she chooses this profession.

Two films Teesri Kasam and Main Madhuri Dixit Banna Chahti

Hoon, from two different eras, have been compared in terms of

their treatment of  the folk form of  Nautanki. Bhatia sketches a

brief  history of  Nautanki performances in India and the status

of  female actors in these performances. Ignoring other aspects

of  these films, the focus is on whether the films preserve the

traditional theatrical form of  Nautanki or necessitate a shift to

modernity; but this forecloses the possibility of considering the

co-existence of  these two. The tendency towards preserving

Nautanki in Teesri Kasam is also seen as linked to the anti-colonial

and nationalistic sentiment of  the fifties. In Main Madhuri Dixit

Banna Chahti Hoon, the non-stigmatised, socially acceptable status
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of the actress is seen as a deviation from the earlier cinema. Bhatia

states that this film establishes the cultural primacy of Bollywood

over Nautanki. Overall, her analysis of these films appears to be

coloured by her love of  folk art forms.

The second chapter deals with the plays of Ismat Chughtai

and Rasheed Jahan with their progressive concerns about women’s

issues in a period when theatre was still marked by male superiority.

Bhatia notes that their plays unintentionally reinforce the male

appropriation of woman as Devi, although these plays were

written in reaction to the stereotyping of women. Chughtai and

Jahan wrote close knit one-act plays set in domestic situations

with strong women characters, with themes like legal rights for

women, women’s health care, female sexuality, social and sexual

hypocrisy of men, and commodification of women. Raising

suppressed voices of women, these playwrights were nevertheless

able to recognize sympathies across genders in questioning gender

politics within the domestic frame.

In the third chapter, Bhatia examines women’s active

engagement in their drama with issues of nationalism and

colonialism through theatre and with violence of the partition in

1947. Particularly, the work of  Sheila Bhatia and Zohra Segal is

discussed. Both depicted the pain of partition through their

performances. Their plays were a powerful influence on the drama

of postcolonial India. Sheila Bhatia wrote poetic plays, making

use of  mythology and folklore to ponder on women’s issues,

while Segal’s contribution was in her powerful performances as

actress in several plays, films and TV serials, creating strong,

emancipated images of women.

The fourth chapter deals with Dalit women’s voices in theatre,

with special reference to Kusum Kumar’s Suno Shefali. Beginning

with a discussion of major male writers writing on Dalit issues,

Bhatia notes the absence of female voices in Dalit literature. In

her reading of Suno Shefali, Bhatia explores the lives of Dalit

women, foregrounding caste and gender politics.

In the fifth chapter, Bhatia looks at the historical construction

of  a courtesan in Tripurari Sharma’s play San Sattavan ka Qissa:

Azizun Nisa. She begins with a study of  some other texts on the

1857 mutiny, and considers how these texts erased the role of

women in general, except that of Rani Laxmibai, and of

courtesans in particular. The analysis of  depiction of  courtesans

in literature exposes the marginalization and prejudice faced by

these women.

Bhatia reassesses the place and role of the marginalized in

theatre in order to form a better and fairer awareness of  the

history of  theatre and performance. She takes into account those

performances, writings and acts of  agitation which have helped

the development of new perspectives and inventions through

which women have used and preserved theatre for social change.



South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 135 South Asian Ensemble (Winter : 2011) 136

Contributors

Aartee Kaul Dhar is a writer and teacher. She lives in Delhi.

Akhlaq Mohammed Khan ‘Shahryar’ is an Urdu poet and

lyricist. He wrote lyrics for  films like Gaman, Umrao Jaan, Anjuman.

He is the recipient of Bharatiya Sahitya Akademi award and

Jnanapitha award.

Akshaya Kumar is a well-known critic. He is the author of  Poetry,

Politics and Culture : Essays on Indian Texts and Contexts (2009).

Alpna Saini has recently received her doctorate on contemporary

subjectivity in Indian drama. She teaches in Khalsa College for

Women, Sidhwan Khurd, Ludhiana, (Punjab).

Ben Antao, a Goan living in Toronto, is a journalist and novelist.

His email: ben.antao@rogers.com.

Brian Mandonca is a traveler poet based in New Delhi. His

debut volume Last Bus to Vasco: Poems from Goa ( 2006, reprint

2007) was sold out. He is currently working on his second volume

of poems A Piece of India: Poems in Transit.

Deepankar Gohain is an artist and poet.

Devi Prasad Mishra, a significant contemporary Hindi poet,

has been awarded Sanskriti Samman, Bharat Bhushan Smriti

Samman and Sharad Billoray Samman. He has also written short

stories and made documentary films. His film The Female Nude

was given the 56th National Film Award for the best non-feature

film on social issues.

Dharamjeet Singh is writing his doctoral thesis on the theory

and practice of new media.

Gurdial Singh is a veteran Punjabi novelist. He is the recipient

of  Bharatiya Sahitya Akademi and Jnanapitha Awards.

Harjeet Singh Gill, a world-renowned anthroplogical linguist and

semiologist, is Professor Emeritus, Jawaharlal Nehru University.

M. L. Raina, former Professor of  English at Panjab University,

is a literary and film critic.

Mohan Bhandari, a Bharatiya Sahitya Akademi award winner,

has penned seven collections of stories in Punjabi. He lives in

Chandigarh.

Mohineet Kaur Boparai has published a collection of  her poems.

She lives in Patiala (Punjab).

Papiya Lahiri is currently working as a Project Associate in the

Centre for Australian and New Zealand Studies, Himachal Pradesh

University, Shimla.

Paramjit Singh Ramana is Professor of English, Punjabi University

Regional Centre, Bathinda. He has translated several short stories and

also the autobiography of the novelist Gurdial Singh.

Rosalia Scalia writes fiction and non-fiction. She lives in

Baltimore, Maryland, U.S.A.

Shikha Kenneth is currently working on her PhD on literary

representations of violence against women. She lives in Patiala (Punjab).

Sudhir Garimalla is a young engineer. His talent for writing poetry

surfaced during a short stint as a copywriter in an ad agency. His

is passionate about rock, metal and electronic music. He is based

in Baroda.


