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FOREWORD

Indian English Literature is a distinctive genre recording the Indian
experience in the context of a multicultural, multlingual, pluralistic dimension
of literary studies in contemporary fdmes. Its uniqueness is its capacity to pull
together the various strands of linguistic and cultural tradition in the country—
a kind ﬂf-l.;:l'!.'i.l:i.\'l: assimilation”. Therefore when it came tuﬂ::lmsingﬂ tb:r?:mf:i
this issue of Megosiations, Indian writing in English became fie re
arca. We also decided on a special Fﬂl.‘l.lfm‘l the liverature I}FﬂIEE;]-DI'ﬂIr};Et. which
has acquired particular !iﬁuiﬁmlr: in the lirerary arena of mainstream India of
TECEnE times.

Indian Wriring in English has been able to bring to the fore the whaole gamur
of the Indian experience whether public or privare, social, culvural, political or
historical. In the early stages, Indian writing in English was influenced by the
western form of the writing. The writers wrote of the esscatially Indian experience
but in the gub of pure unadulterated English. The reason for this was probably
because most of readers were either the British themselves or the [ndians
educared in Englich. In the early years of the twenrieth century when the Britisch
took over the reins of Indian administration a new breed of writers emerged who
willingly introduced narive terms o add to the authenticity of the conrexr. To
this coterie of English writers belonged Rudyard Kipling, Jim Corbert, George
Orwell and a few others. Raja Rao, Rabindranath Tagore and Sarojini Maidu
were among the few native writers who wrote in English and carved a niche for
themselves in this period irself.

The late seventies saw a new clitist group of writers with public school
background. Salman Rushdie, Vikram Seth, Amitav Ghosh, Shashi Tharoor, Amit
Chaudhury and others who set 2 new trend in Indian writing in English. Salman
Rushdic’s Midnight Children won the Booker in 1981 and in 1997, 2006 and
2008 Arundhari Roy, Kiran Desai and Arvind Adiga repeated the feat indicating
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the level of excellence thar our writings have achieved in the world scenario, The
last few years have seen the growing popularity of 2 new breed of writers like
Jhumpa Lahiri, Chetan Bhagat, Pankaj Misra and Hari Kunzuru who have
captivated the interest of the new generation.

Bath the colonial past and the post colonial impression have found place in
the writing of the Indian writers even though it may be at times in the form of
resistance, In this context one can indicate the literature from North East India
which is an umbrella term for the body and wark produced by writers of this part
of India. Northeast writing which is as variegated as the culrure and histary &
aims to showcase stands quite apart from mainstream Indian English Literature,
The beautiful landscape, conflict and insurgency and different ethnic tribes
asserting their identity - all find place in North East liverature. Writers like Temsila
Ao find the term Northeast India a livde disturbing as it has a colonial annotation
and the history, heritage and culture of the pmpﬁ: of North East are such that
they cannot be clubbed rogether. National journals in the last few years have
shown a rise of interest in the writings from this remote castern corner of the
COUNATY.

Temsila Ao , Mamang Dai, Robin Nangaum, Esther Syiem, Mitra Phukan,
Dhhruba Hazarika, Anjum Hasan, Monalisa Changkisa, Easterine Kireand Indrani
Raimedhi are some well-known writers in English from the North East, The new
generation of writers in English from this corner of the country including Jahnavi
Barua, Siddhartha Sarma, Aruni Kashyap and Uddipana Goswami have all
grappled with issues like identity, violence, insurgency and ethnicity that have
ravaged the beauriful landscape of the North Exsr.

Though the :Ee:s in the journal demonstrare a slant towards fiction, a
sizeable number nFt em focus on history, sociery, politics and gender through
the genre of critical essays , poetry, drama and life writings.

Diaspora Writing is an interesting area of study providing a specific
dimension to Indian English studies while recording the complex experiences of
a novel ambience with nostalgia, PVerri Selvi's paper provides a fresh outlook in
this area, when she talks abour the Parsi Diasporic writers, who combine three
distinct experiences in their writings, namely, the Persian past, the Indian
connection and the more recent western experience.

Interdisciplinary approaches and ever — widening perspectives have gready
broadened the scope of literary narratives. Feminism, identity, marginalicy, conflict,
self and society are areas thar lend themselves 1o an interdisciplinary approach
while focussing on the chosen themaric concerns.

Two socio-political texts fndia after Candli and fndia from Midunighe o
Millenium offering an analysis of the fare and furure of the Indian Democracy have
created a deep imprint in contemporary times. Garima Kalita scrutinises the poliics
of the Indian state with reference to these texts and the discourse of welfare and
growth in her paper Reading India after Gandhi and India from Midnight to
Millennium: A Trajectory of Growth and Welfare for Guha and Tharoor.

Integral to the variegated concerns of Indian English literarure are the issues
of myth, folklore, caste and ritwals. Girish Karnad, the master dramarise has
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explored these coneerns with reference vo the post colonial and the contemporary,
(Gautam Sarma’s paper, Identity, Difference and Resistance to Meaning explores
the “location of women amidst certain social and culwral practices within the
existing patriarchal structures of power and hegemony”.

History has a way of reconstructing the present through the means of
revisiting the past. In fact, historical fiction is 2 unique genre which correlates the
past and the present while giving us glimpses of the future. Two papers in this
area "History Revisited': A Reading of Amitav Ghosh's Ses of Poppies by Arunabha
Bhuyan and The Spirit of a land... a reading of Rajmohant Wife by Aband B.
Bharali assert the truth of this. Ghoshs Sas of Poppier can be regarded as a magnum
opus, in that it has brought into its huge canvas, the entire history of the opium
rrade, migration of indentured labour from the Brirish colonies and the entire
gamut of oppression through colonialism and the rradirional social system. The
paper revisits the turbulent hisrory of the age and reads "the srong human
commitment in Ghosh's powerful fictionalization of this history.” Bankim Chandra
Charrerjee’s work of fiction- Rajmelar’s Wife as the first Indian English novel has
the distinction of being a historical document. The paper on it entitled The Spirit
afa Lind offers a reading of it as an allegory of the nation, whete the two worlds-
the private and the public coalesce to bring out both tradidonal and contemporary
concerns, History, the sense of belonging and the coming together of the past
and the present, form the core of Jayanta Mahapatra's poetry. The writer Deetimali
B. Math in her paper Negotiating the Past and present — A Reading of Jayanta
Mahapatra’s Poetry rakes a “postcolonial, theoretical stance”, as she looks at the
coming together of the past and present in Mahapatras poctry against the backdrop
of the poet’s concern about the crisis of identity.

ldentity is a persistent issue in most of the papers in the journal, be itin
the coneext of the region, of gender, the socio- culrural, hisvorical or poliical.
Merry B Bora and Liza Das's paper: Quest For ldentity: A Reading of Shashi
Deshpande’s: Small Remedies is a narrative which explores the question of
identity "in relation to an understanding of the self”, The paper reads the
istue of identity against the backdrop of Deshpande’s novel and explores the
various “social and eultural processes thar go into the identity process in the
Indian milieu”.

Geetam Sarma’s paper Booker's India rounds up the the discussions on
Indian English liverature, This is achieved through, an analytical account thag the
Indian English novel has come into its own, with its significant presence in the
Booker Award scene as witnessed in the recent decade. The greates: contribution
of the Indian novel is as the writer very perceptively puts it “we are witness o the
novelization of the nation at various hisrorical stages”.

A recurrent theme in almost all the papers is the gender isue. Women have
always had a powerful presence in Indian English writing beginning with the
earliest times. Leila Seth’s life sketch Muldple Negotiations — A Reading of Leila
Seth's Che Bafance is one such narrative, where as the writer Kalpana B.Barman
points out, concepts of patriarchy is interrogated and challenged through her
work as the first lady advocate of the Supreme Court of India. Seth's attempts to
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‘carve a niche' for herself is perhaps greatly significant because it occurred at a
time when such attempts were unheard of.

The geographically distant Northeastern part of India “Shrouded in an
impenetrable mist is no longer 3 mysterious place, now more so with the flow of
liveraure from this part of the world”. The strong focus of this region has been
our endeavour, resulting in the spate of articles relating to identity issues, polirics
conflict and culture, making this an impartane category of the journal. Most of
the papers dealing with the Northeast, have explored various dimensions with
emphasis on creative writings from chis culeurally diverse area.

The section on Mortheastern writings gets an impetus with a narrative by
Siddhartha Sarma, the award winning young writer from this region whose paper
Historical Fiction from the Northeast : Methods, Practices, Advantages and
Pirfalls is a significant study. This paper examines a need for erearing more works
of historical ficrion from the Northeast, as it looks at the use of unique eols and
wraditions of this area, which aids the writer in forging his/her are.

The polirics of representation and marginalization is at the core of Prasanta
Das’s incisive analysis of three *Shillong Pocts’: Desmond Kharmawplang, Robin
Mgangom and Kynpham Sing Nongkynri. He identifies the powerful pelitical
aura in their poetry which gives them a sense of being ‘rooted’ in their particular
contemporary situations. As Northeasterners emphasizing their regional
identities, they appear as *Regional versifiers’ though they are "arguably more
global®

Northeast, culrurally rich and ethnically diverse is a land of myth, magic
and folklore. An interesting study of folk rales, in fact a re-reading of them, in
order to unearth hidden meanings relaring to disturbing issues of society, forms
the core of the paper PrescribedProscribed: Folk Tales from the Mortheast by
Santanu Phukan,

Amaong the liveranures of the north eascern region, Assamese literature is one
of the richest and most distincrive strands of regional writings in India. The
names of Bhabendra MNath Saikia and Arun Sarma can be singled our as being the
most disringuished and popular names in Assamese literarure. Sourl Goswami's
paper Conflicr in the Short Stories of Dr. Bhabendra Nath Saikia—A Selective
Reading explores the conflicr and dilemma of human circumstances through an
analysis of rwio of Dir. Sailda’s short stories Gebborand Sheinglhol. Namrara Pathal's
Paper on Arun Sarma's Plays: ‘Performing the Self” on the other hand is a incisive
study of a number of Sarma’s plays based on theoretical conceprs of the self,
subjecr position, empowerment, role remake exc which focuses on the writer's
concern abour the crisis of idenrity and the self. Arun Sarma's calibre as a playwright
of grear intellecual and social meric emerges from this narrative. Nirmal Prabha
Bordolai, poer and lyricist par excellence, is another grear name in Assamese
licerarure. Her seminal contribution to the growth of Assamese poetry is yet 1o
receive the treatment it deserves. The paper Nirmalprabha Bordoloi: Poetry and
the Spiritnal Quest by Dhrubajyori Dias underlines her poetic quest and focusses
on the spiritual imperative as reflecred through paramerers such as narre, love,
life and death.
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Papers dealing with the literature from the Northeast have explored the
politics of identity, belonging and otherness against the backdrop of conflict and
insurgency. These sensitive and contentious issues are part of Rakhee K. Moral's
paper, Locating Identities and Otherness: Conflict, ntation and the
Politics of Belonging in North East India which deals with the “problemaric of
shifting idenrities in 2 multicultural Assamese sociery™. The paper also talks about
Assamese tribal relations with specific reference to the Karbi people’s claims for a
distinct ethnic entity.

Wamen have always been at the helm in the Northeast and gender concerns
have formed core issues in the literature emanating from this region, It is perhaps
not a coincidence that women wnter's have m:lﬂgnd a5 a dominant voice [force)
from the Northeast. Prabalika Sarma analyses the writings of a number of women
writers from the Northeast in a general overview of their writings in her paper
Voices from the Northeast.

A departure from the other papers is the narrative on language and
linguisrics—The Sphota Theory in Indian Grammatical Tradition and the
Motion of Language Faculty in the Generative Paradigm: An Introspection.

This issue of the journal also carries a postscripr Lifting the Veil - Impact
of Recent Writings from MNortheast India by Jahnavi Barua, an eminent writer
from this part of the country shortlisted for the Man Booker and the
Commonwealth Award. The article purports to give an overview of the impact of
significant recent writings from the Northeast. The narrative articulares the
kindling of interests in the Mortheast generated by the spate of writings from the
region and creating an awareness uﬁﬁ: land and people not “unlike the rest of
the country™,

Articles in this volume are a response to literary, socio-cultural, hisrorical
and the woman-centric texts as well as the art of narrarive. Generic horizon is
widened to include fiction, non-fiction, poetry, drama, life-writing, folkrale
narrative and narratives of conflict. Our emphasis in the journal has not been so
much on summarization or a critical analysis of the texts concerned bur racher on
the cultural, political or psychological conditions thar help produce or write a
text. It has been our endeavour to address the core issues of Indian writing in
English and with the unstinted support of our colleagues we hope w carry the
journcy of Negotiations forward...

Abanti Barua Bharali
Arunabha Bhuyan
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THE SPIRIT OF A LAND...
RAJMOHAN'S WIFE — THE FIRST INDIAN
ENGLISH NOVEL

Abanti Barua Bharali

ABSTRACT. The history of India in the nineteenth century was a story af @ lund in
ferment, of an age of conflics and consradiction, @ wew ena overlapping into the old.
Against chi ey dr.u;n, rﬂmgm' the founder af Indian navienalism, Bawkimolvandra
Chatterjee, the master storyteller whose first novel and the only one in English,
Rajmoban’s Wife wnrittingly turned into a bistorical document, This paper explores
the wovel as a work where the personal and the polivical integraze to form a compeliing
and challenging work of fiction,

ﬁiymunﬁ.‘mbr.rfmﬁﬂm FEPFESCRETTON, Mﬁauﬁﬂf&pr} repartsiridvand, bridition,
emierging society, cwlture, conglomeration,

Bankimchandra Chatterjee’s novel Eq,l'mmﬁ.fr.r.'f 'FE’?_II‘:' is the first puHitHv&d
novel in English by an Indian. Apart from this, the novels impertance lies in the
Fact that it marked Bankimchandra’s debut as a novelist. It is interesting to note
that this first Indian novel in English was for well over a century I'I'H:II'I:EIKHIC[ of
than read, for this carly fictional work of the great novelist got overshadowed by
the fourteen novels he wrote in Bengali like Durgesh Nandind (1865) and
Anandamaih (1882)ere.

However, the idea of taking up this vext for discussion apart from its hisrorical
importance as ‘Asia’s first English novel’ is as Meenakshi Mukherjee, the edivor of
the recent reprinted edition says “a potent site for discussing crucial questions
about language, culture colonization and representation”. (Rajmobant Wife:
Afterword)Literary critic Makarand Paranjpe belicves thar this novel can be “read
as a sort of national allegory”.

Bankimchandra is regarded as one of the creators of Indian nationalism
who used devices such as allegory and personification extensively to convey
his ideas. Though the pronounced nationalism of Anandomarh belongs ro a
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later phase of Bankim's carcer, its beginnings maybe found in Rajmobains
Wife.

7 It is 2 maost important and interesting fact to note that though the characrers
are porerayed as individuals, yer they become more important in their collective
embodiment as representations of social conditions and ideological states. This
argument of Paranjpe is substantiated by the facy thar the lamer half of the 197
century was a period of intense cultural reformarion, as also a period which saw
the Indian society on the verge of changes and upheavals as a resulr of exposure o
western ideas,

At the centre of the themaric, culrural, spiritual and historical aspects of the
novel s the character of Matangini or Rajmohan's wite. She has been described in
the opening pages of the novel as an eighteen year old who is a "p-:rf:c-t Aower of
beaury” (3). The portrait of Maangini is a combinarion of the old and the new.
In her, Bankim presents an entirely new kind of woman who stand our defying
the stereotypical image of womanheood as timid, weak and cloying; she is Bankim’s
new Indian woman: strong, spirited, courageous and encrgetic. Though her life
is hazardous, difficult and tragic, she is undefearable. Matangini can be identified
as the 'spirit or personification of new India, an emergent modern country coming
out from the darkness of the medieval and feudal age, bur an India burdened by
sorrow and anxiety.

In a sense, Matangini is a transgressive heroine for she crosses the threshold
though she has been forbidden ro go our to ‘draw warer’ by her hushand; showing
herself to other men particulasly her brother-in-law Madhav. Bankim is realistic
enough to bring in the instance of breaking the ‘law of the threshold’ and marks
Marangini’s “step over the bar’ and the fact thar once having done 5o, she can
never return to her designared place in life (her traditionally defined world).
Marangini is characterized by her energy, advenmrousness, unwillingness 1o be
tradition-bound® the embodiment of the restlessness, vitality and energy of an
EMEEEing society.

As an early novel, Rajmoban’s Wife is not regarded as one of
Bankimchandra’s better novels (his marure genius is said to have emerged
afier he started writing in Bengali). In fact, this novel is the most neglected
among the writer’s work, not even included in many collections of his work.
The novel discusses issues which not only pinpoint the socio-cultural fearures
of the time but also certain features which strike the reader as startingly
contemporary. The relation between Rajmohan and his wife Matangini is
one of these. Unhappiness in the marital state, particularly for women, was a
common enough theme in the novels of the time (19* to early 20* century),
yet it is Matangini's defiance and her going out to seek and help her lover is
what stands our as unusual for its ime, There is no placid, docile accepeabilicy
on the part of Matangini. When Rajmohan, her husband, demands of
Marangini with rypical patriarchal arrogance of the day with the words, “With
whose permission did you go our?”(12) Matangini replies fearlessly, *With
nobody’s permission” (12) here is a deep sense of dignity and courage when
she replies vo her husband's charge as to why she had ventured into the public
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sphere, in these bold, dignified tones- “I had gone because I thought there is
nothing wrong in it.” (12)

In Matangini, we detect the beginnings of the future heroine of the Indian
Englich novel; a5 also the beginnings of the swong woman protagonises of the
later grear novels of Bankimchandra. Marangini's characrer and her siruation bear
a certain complexiry which serikes one as distinerly modern. She cannot find the
means to satisfy (fulfil) her self, her desires and aspirarions. A transgressive heroine,
Matangini, at the hands of her crearor, remains only partially successful in her
deviations from the norm. Bankimchandra, with the hindsight of the grear realise,
acknowledges thar the fime was nor yer ripe to create a new society out of a
decaying one. At the same time, Bankim employs in the relationship berween
Marangini and Madhaw, the conflict berween the socially sanctified form of desire
within marriage and the more powerful though unsanctified passion putside
wedlock It is in these areas of the strong porurayal of a transgressive heroine who
is placed in the dominant position of the prime mover of the plot of the novel
that we discern Bankim's pnw:nFul women oriented novels of the future,

Bankimchandra writing his first and only English novel during the carly
days of colonial rule in India found himself in a dilemma. ]Fﬂq,lrrml'nun u”f ¢ i
seen as an allegory of modern India, which Bankim was striving o creare, trying
to map out the Indian society of the period and divulge some meaning our of the
complex of social, ideological, political and culiural conglomeration could he do
it through the persona of Marangini? He resolved the crisis to some extent by
showing a glimmer of hope in the rise and transgression of his heroine and the
realistic closure of opinions in the wagedy and non-resolution of her life ar the
end. Martangini in whom Bankim seemed to be crearing “the spirit of the nation,
‘a type of Mother India’, whom he deified so elogquently and popularly in B
Mearam in Anandamath” (Paranjpe 152), is made to die an early death afrer
being sent back o her father's house. This type of ending of the novel Rajmofen’
Wife, sugpest the face thar the new India that Matangini represents is seill a distane
dream. The dominane and all pervasive power of the colonial force is too powerful
for the rize of a free and modern India.

The clash berween the old and the new, as represented by Marangini's fight
against the forces of rraditional evil symbaolized by her hushand and Madhav, is
echoed in the new India of contemporary times in The God of Small Thing. Both
the stories are also about history, which ralks about the past and how tadition
and culture were shaped and how they act upon the individual, leaving a long
lasting impacr.

The rransgression in Matangini living in the world of medieval tradition,
religion and fundamentalist culture, is not allowed full expression of her self
and is made to repent and end up in oblivion, The writer realistically believes
that the time was not ripe for the fruitation of such beliefs. Modern Indian
novels like The God of Small Things, ralking about modernity and protest against
the backdrop of traditional religion, cultural and institutionalized laws depict
the heart of darkness existing in modern day India and the world. The
overwhelming power of darkness in the century old novel of Bankimchandra-




i MEGOTIATIONS

significantly the first English novel by an Indian is echoed in the tragedy of the
modern day novel.

The novel Rajmalins Wife also opens up a host of questions and suppositions
as far as language and culture is concerned. Because of the neglece suffered by this
novel, we hardly know what Bankimchandra's contemporaries thoughe abour this
narrative. However, when the writer died in 1894, his younger contemporary Sri
Aurobindo {Aurobindo Ghnsh) wrote a series of commemorarive pieces on him
where he menrions the novel casually nor in an encouraging manner, “To be
original in an acquired language is hardly feasible and the enterprise of writing in
English by an Indian is like ‘speaking with a srone in the mouth or walking with
stilrs.” (Induprakash 16 July-27 P.uE 1894)

Many literary greats of the 20% century like Nirad C.Chowdhary thought
that Rajmehan’ Wife was only a small literary beginning- a kind of false stars for
Bankimchandra’s literary career and has added nothing of great value to Indian
fiction. Chowdhary says that Bankimchandra, ceearor of modern Bengali fiction,
wrote his first novel in English "but found thar to do so was 1o go into a blind
alley which led nowhere.” (The Eye of the Beholder, 1983)

Howewver, modern critics like Prema Nandkumar do not dismiss this novel
and claim thar it had immediate readership all over India. This was because it was
written in English and it rranscended the linguistic divide. Critics like Meenakshi
Mukherjee also assert thar "Bankim’s Bengali novels certainly influenced Indian
language writers not only Bengali bur through translations, wrirers in Hindi,
Marathi and Kannada. . .he may be the unwirting founder of a genre that now has
high visibiliry.” (Mukherjee p.49) Similardy Ganeshwar Michra writes, “Bankim
considerably influenced the Indo-Anglian and Indian language writers of the late
19* and carly 20™ cenrury.” (“The Indian MNarrative Tradition and Bankim's
Rajmolan’s Wife'- Journal of Litevary Studies, Vol 4 Mo. | p.59)

These modern observarions and the recent reprinting with the mast valuable
Foreword and Afrerword by the lare Meenakshi Mukherjee have been a kind of
rediscovery of the true worth of the novel not enly as a pioneering work in 2 new
genre buralso as a harbinger of a tradivion of writing that had a fledging beginnin
in those early days of the nineteenth cenrury-The nomenclature of this nove
Rifmolan Wife is significant though not unpredicrable. The problems and
suffering of women have been central 1o the novel in India since the beginning as
with the European novel of the 19" century. The relationthip between individuals
and the sociery and the code or norm dictated by society by which they were
expected to live, formed the dominant mode of the fiction of those times. The
tension that this kind of relationship created particulardy in case of 2 woman
formed the stuff of most novels, Social conformiry, confined existence within the
private, limited sphere and the construction of identity by means of her position
as daughter, mother wife, or widow and in terms of her relationship with men,
were the lot of women in those dmes. In this novel, the characrer of Raimohan
interests us little as he has lictle or no presence in the narrative; he figures only as
Matangini’s husband. Marangini's identity then is inexericably linked with that
of her hushand.
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Bankimchandra Charterjee has been a pioneering figure in the creation of
powerful female proragonisrs in the hisrory of Indian writing particularly in his
karer Bengali novels. Comparatively, in this novel, the other women characoers
like Kanak and Tara are dimly drawn though their miseries as a resulr of social
STFOCIties are ]:lmj:ctcd. However, in the creation of low characiers of the women
dormestic servants and the feminine bonding, cutting across class, the writer has
been highly successhul,

Creativity apart, practical considerations seems 1o have gripped Bankim in
his decision to give up writing in English and instead tum o the vernacular
medium, maybe to address a wider range of readers. His advice to R.C.Dur,
writer, to write in Bengali is significant in this convexr, "You will never live by
vour writing in English..."

Against the backdrop of the educational and language scenario of the times,
advice such as this creates an ambivalent situation. For due wo Benuneds Act, by
this time, English language and literature were fast becoming the language of the
educated class. Also large groups of educated young men were hankering after
the English language; however Bankim seems to have been convinced that if the
novel was 1o be taken as a document for social change and as a weapon of the
nationalistic struggle in his country, then the use of the mother wongue would be
more appropriate for it would reach a wider audience, Bankim seems w have
faced the problem of language versus culture. The problem thar arises from the
hiarus that exists berween the cultural experience that is expressed and the language
chosen to express it must have been a deciding factor in his opting out of English
and choosing Bengali as the means of expressing his creative outpourings.

The problem of language as a barrier 10 reaching out to 3 mass readership
has been a factor plaguing Indian English writers through the ages, starting
with Bankim, a pioneer in this area. His feelings are expressed most eloquenty
in his awn words when he says, *...English is a grear language, it is 2 mine of
jewels. The more it is studied, the berter...” (Das 1984, 45) but he decidedly
states, “A gingle grear idea communicared ro the people of Bengal in their
language circulated among them in the language thar alone touches their hearr,
vivifying and permearing the conceprions of all ranks will wark our grander
results than all our Englich speeches and preaching will ever be able to achieve...”
(Dras 1984, 96-97) The emphasis on the language that rouches the hearr, vivitying
and permeating the conceprions ‘suggests the foundation of a narional
consciousness' (Bagchi 126). Bankimchandra, who was very much "2 man of
the moment’ (Bagehi 126), went abour trying to rouse people and sociery o a
new consciousness by interpreting science, histary and religion with the help
af the power of language.

Matangini anticipates the powerful feminine portrayals of his larer novels
who flout the accepred feminine principles 1o stand up for canse of freedom and
nationalism. An interesting Feature of the novels of Bankim is the exwraordinary,
almost demaonic serength aerributed ro his central female protagonisis which help
them come 1o terms with the crisis in their societies. Matangini, an early creation
of the author is the first in a series of strong, rebellious women who is presented
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most convincingly by Bankim. However she is punished and not rewarded for
her eransgressions because the realist in the writer apprehended the disruptive
social potential of such resistance. In his later novels, he presented his women
with this great strength, making them symbaols of Shakii to crush the enemy with
almaost a supernarural sirength,

Matangini then is a precursor of the later powerful women in
Bankimchandra’s novels like Kapalkundala (Kapalkwndiala) and Shanri
(Amsndnmath) or Debi Choudhurani who refuze to remain mere camp followers
of their hushands or merely a sabadharming and emerge in heroic defense of the
matherland as in resolving the crisis in cheir societies. "The Goddess of
h&m;w..,u the Dees who is the motherland. . Bande Mieteram” (Jasodhara
Bagchi

Bankimchandra’s slim slender volume like its young delicate heroine is yeta
powerful voice of a nation in the making, of a rentative call in an alien rongue
which dreams of shaping a new destiny for her people,

MNOTES

l. Bankimchandra Charterjee wiote 3 Wik in 1864, The text was serialized
in Mudfian Field, a short lived The present teat is reprinted from the first
publithed version dated: 1935, edited by B.N Banerjee from Calewoa, The ten
publiched by Ravi Dayal, New Delhi, 1995 is edited by Meenakshi Mukherjee
with a learned Poseword and Afterwornd.

2. References to comments by literary grears like, Nirad C.Chowdhary, Prema
Mandkumar, Sisir Kumar Das, Ganeshwar Mishra and Jasodhara Bagchi are
from the article = Rajimohars Wi : The First Indian Englich Novel” by Meenakshi
Mukherjee in The Ferivhable Empire.
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Reading and writing hisrary presuppose a coordinate responsibility which
every politically conscious person does admit and does not deny. The effecrual
determinate strategy of the historian may have been looked into rather obliquely
ar cerain point of time but now thar the plane of academics and research has
been established to be tentarively oriented, reading has become a liberated proces
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which of course admits, as we have said it earlier, 2 mode of responsible action.

Indis’s emergence as a nation is undoubtedly an offshoor of the Brirish
colonial process which had overwhelming effect on the socio political and culrural
scene of the contemporary times. When afrer years of colonial rule India acquired
freedom the task of nation building was collectively undertaken by the people of
Indiz who in a newly found euphoric jubilation, offered a painstaking affiliation
to the state and the political parties including the Congress awaited the infinire
possibilities of bringing welfare to and realising the dreams and desires of the
common people -u”nd?

Democracy : Experiments in Populism and Austerity and associative Maladies—

Democracy as a political philosophy is an ideal, welcome in all canons of a
civil sociery. Thar democracy is the most warranted kind of ideclogy or
adminisorative device is without a doubr. Bur the feasibilicy of the concepr in
pragmaric state of affairs also is an issue thar needs o be considered not only
from a theoretical discourse but also from the perspective of pragmatic value.
Reparding an appropriaze implementation of the philosophic and ethical principles
in the contextualized realm, it is still vague and a marrer of debare whether India
the socialise democratic republic exists as a realized dream. The twin perspectives
of Guha and Tharoor regarding the country, as contexrualized in rwo massive
appraisals are distinct yet in contradistinction, at moments and places; maybe
naturally so. On a more general level Ramachandra Guhas familiar experrise in
unbiased hisrary works as the mainstay in his book and in case of Shashi Tharoor's
recognized acumen in passionate reflection, the narrative acquires unflinching
support from emotive response to incidences, great and small.'

The position of India as an ethical democracy needs to be studied in
connection with equality, justice and rights and in that analysis the state of
democracy is highlighted in more of a prescriptive than descriprive light.

The relation of democracy, further can be assexsed with the state of capiralism
and then only welfare, consumerism , productivity etc can be posed in accenmation
For more clarity and elaboration.” Famous welfare economist Amartya Sen in a
well documented weatise Commrodities and Capabilities, observes the conflier
berween utility, desire and happiness in a person’s approach towards money or
asset. According to him in a socially conscious or aware community the value
imposed on urility can be counterproductive or suffering from what he calls
‘physical condition neglect” and “valuation neglect'.

[t often is observed that the all pervading consumerism and notions of
democracy tend to overlap in various degrees, states and realms. Whether
consumerism is a hisrorical necessity and capitalism tends to curb human freedom
and discretion , is a valid question that needs attentive involvement on pare of
critics and affiliators alike. In the socio economic contexts of Indian democracy |
the advent of capitalism as against the socialistic secular model of the yesteryears
signifies an overall change in the life and perspective of the citizen. The forerunner
of Social studies Emile Durkheim’s notional term "malady of infinite aspiration™
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is a stark signifier to the consummare needs of a human subject under capitalism.
In the same light Marcuse’s talse needs could be elaborated.® In this regard the
question of a moral order as scen by many advocates of liberalism as a necessary
precondition would definively serve some pragmaric purposes. The socio economic
condition of a person in such circumstances would not obviously remain busy
with the sale mode and aim far social development ar the stake of sacrifice aiming
at a common pursuit. The role of urilitarianism in the conrexr of common goal
of welfare cannot be accepred as the only stark signifier of well being , because the
case of the aspiring and demanding individual (even after accommuodaring “self
interest and rarional behavior™ in Amarrya Sen’s verms ) has o be considered
against the individual choice and "agency aspect” of his behavior. These factors
can be necessarily discussed as prerequisires before the namre of the tuncrioning
of a government is analyzed.*

How is capiralism related to populism is another seminal reflection for the
people of today, How does an auronomous individual rend o behave under these
obvious compulsions and concerns is a relevant challenge thar needs 1o be accepred.
The fact that the emergence of a samurated state of affluence tends o counrer
balance the social prerequisites of an individual neads 1o be studied and effecrive
normative principles applicable in these states must be dictated. This is not a
dictate to authoritarianism as in a liberal stare pu]i:_‘gﬂhn voice of the ]'":'-:'P]': needs
o be conveyed so that it forms the part of a collective unconscious or whar
Bordieu called the doxa, As Bourdieu observes Doxa is historically and politically
contigent. “What appears to us today as self evident, as beneath consciousness
and choice has quite often been the stake of struggles ..." 6 Once the social
regulations break down and a state of near restless condition arrives that becomes
synonymous o “ anomie” what Darkheim termed as a state of relative "
normbessness™, 7 (OF course it is not a stace which is psychological bue which
denotes a property of social structure.) Darkheim does not view the sociery as a-
logical or illogical, and incoherent. But in some irreconcilable situations of
alienation from tradition , family, clan and neighborhood the sense of moderniry
would sap the spirit of leaving it on the brink of a pathological condition. *

Secularism endorses a state which allows democraric ideas and practices
regarding religion. The fact that the term was “used’ and ar dmes “abused” in a vast
country like India is a regular fallour of the various interpretarions of “secular” in
the Indian constitution. Do we need to endorse the term in a vaguely perceprive
manner 0 as to over emphasise it and hence to give rise to debatable bur avoidable
social situations among clans, tribes, and peoples is too tenable a state . Here in
this case Shashi Tharoor's approach o this hybrid term seems 1o emanate from a
‘secular educational background and suave modemnist progressiveness consciously
observed and retained from insular or parochial polity. The perspective of Tharoor
o India, the larger concept, is that of ‘institution building’ and the opinion of
the author on the concept of democracy is thar * democracy is an engine rather
than a vehicle of state,” ? Withour entering into any contenrious situarion about
this proposals one must accept that social polity is what grooms us as one and
the subject is a vulnerable victim to his own grooming pelity. Emergency
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proclaimed by Indira Gandhi . as people commented , was that the experiment of
India’s development-as a democracy had come 1o an end and an era of
authoritarianism had begun. (P199) Making that prophesy only a wish fulfillment,
the next phase of hisrorical truisms emerged regarding India thar Mahatma's vision
of India as people’s power prevailed. Taking iras a pivor around which the hisrory
of modern India was surveyed or assessed , the author comments—" That vehicle
stalled for a while in the Emergency of 1975—77, but it has been chugging on
steadily since, a creaky, rartling rusry machine raking the Indian people noisily on
into the rwenty — first cenmury.™ " The excuse for emergency was puerile enough
a5 offered by Indira Gandhi, who was facing the most critical period of her polirical
career after The Allahabad High Court verdicr declaiming her parliamentary
election. 5o for her the proclamation was necessary as the ‘excesses’ of Indian
democracy made it imperative for the “capacity of the national government vo act
decisively inside the country”. (p 200) Another cause that validated this kind of
extreme measure was allegedly * the threat o internal stability™ thar supposedly *
also affecred production and the prospects of economic development.” !

Indira’s proclamation of national emergency was out and out a contentious
issue and since almost in all quarters it was seen ax an authoritarian stroke for the
fulfillment of personal agenda , there had to be an eye wash and the apparent
excuse was that the Indian democracy was geared up for a firmer and faster pace
and the supra democratic administrative agency was working hard towards
completion of making this myth. Bur as is well evident the myth was short lived.

The official history of post colonial India is deciphered by apolitical historians
like Ramachandra Guha bur a covertly political person  like Shashi Tharoor
would observe and comment under a deeply coloured umbrella of "humanirarian
concern’ ' and his affiliations would not always bypass the emotive plane of
national cause of a sectarian nature. Guha is a permissive author who would ry
to assess with authenticared arguments and in various juncrures of hisrorical
moments he would in a most carnest artempe deliver an imparrial objective
analysis. 13 His well researched documentation of the history of formation of the
political seates and also the conflicting episade of Kashmir , including Pak occupied
Kashmir tends to offer a raw slice of facts and fantasics of the people on the both
sides of the frontier.™

The responsible action of nation building was undertaken by the vererans
and novices alike and the public structuring was not transparent. A sort of
conundrum followed. The meaning of Swaraj or self governance was rough
enough and the intergovernmental forces offered divergent yet seemingly honest
strategies and proposals for further growth and welfare. . The Nehruvian legacy
was not followed in the consequent years and in the recent history of post
independence years —divisions between the followers of Sardar parel and Nehru,
the prime minister and the depury prime minister were more than ankle deep.
Ramchandra Guha painstakingly related all major incidents creating conflice
and rebuttal within the government. Guha’s voice is thar of the concerned
observer bur that with a sense of self effacement that perhaps is the hall mark of
a gentleman historian. In reference to this period of trouble he considers the
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pungency berween the two sralwarts, Jawaharlal Mehr and Yallabhbhai Pacel
25 * the most portentous of the cleavages” in the post Gandhian war for power.
-_._.__ﬂ cﬂngld{!i '[I'lt' rlF: 1 Thf‘fﬂ_' WD Imen F,!lrll'lif Iﬂllisﬁlﬂr J.IIIJ dfl‘l'lll'u' Pnl‘l‘lc
minister respectively had major differences in the first months of
independence.”15 Though Gandhi's death seemed to make the relations even,
the rift resurfaced after some time. Though the history of this chapter is
suthenticared in every bit and piece, the author most objectively delincares the

srength and integrity of both the leaders. In the organizations of the princely
states and formulation of Indian constitution , the immeasurable contributions
of this iron man must be taken into account.

A reversal or resolution was prevented by the contentious persons in conflict
themselves . The Kashmir issue was also a most contentious one, originating in
some predictable and unpredicrable historical blunders. The fact that the course
of history is a most incredulous one and at times it defies definitions, perhaps
speaks authenrically abour its narure. Guha deals with this issue in an extensively
elaborate manner and by providing small details of the process of history refrains
from making explicit comment on the Kashmir qu-:ﬂ['tnn 16 In fact the whale
chapter on the ascension of Kashmir would remain, in our analysis , the most
researched and well placed document of modern India.

Diachronic and Synchronic History

History is linear but how does one -:J':;lin_guith berween diachronic history
and synchronic history is whar marcers. To read history one needs w intensely
condente and alse elaborarely de-stretch. The meaning of this process is well
pq:rn:n:i'.'.,u[ il the p-':-|i!i|.u|. |1ik|11::,-' in the post Lllc!nj:ll::lludcl'n_t £ri 15 assessed |.'||'!l|-:|:ll'-.'|:[[.'.
_-"l hi;:{:rian |1r_:\d$ (48 J= T EF L8 wi1 |1|:_:-|,:||: 1_:i:a$ ;:1.|.‘| a.|.|1:'[vl;|_li\'5!_'!.' :|r'||:i iACase |:|!|-1.|'|r: I!|.|.I|!':-|J=|'.‘.|1I!
|:i_rr|c5 n‘I' [nl_'li:ln hi.'.rnr:.-' r|1li|.|r'tp-||: :I':an.lrlr.:. :arﬁ.l [&] |1r." ru.minr\d Irrrr ﬁ:tt‘“ug OLE I!§|.|:
Calse g:rf-m't :i:lu!i-:'-rlﬂri.p |'rrl.'|.-.-n;l|. Eif]d=1 ;m.l p-e;l:u'-l'm. E}rl.-e; ".'i.'.r}' 1.':r|.|-'.i:;l] J:|§|..'|--|: -ui-
post inn:h];!:l:n:l.-:m;c himinr:.-' is the declaration 1_1!-i:m4:|:g¢m;}' !:-:.-' Indira Gandhi | the
then pr-u:l.r.' minister of lndia ™ The other |h-nE|:|.|__r| the demalition of Babiri 1:|:|:|'-'fi.d in
1992, The Facr chat civil libertes were curbed and administracion was ruen not |,w
rule bus I:l_:. decrees or ordinances -:il,l.r:l:n.g CMErgency , wias the pru:u.an.' matter 1:'.'-
concern of the il.l:," How is the same process and histarical eruch :-l.nJl.'. sed and
posited as objective reality by two disparate asessments has indeed an interesting
p:’r:«.pn.#m. o olffer, In regards oo Ramjanam bhumi debare and the Babri Masjid
issue, the hisrarian in Guha commendably without bias , dives into the blatane
Facts of the :pimnlu. 18

The factor of growth and welfare are entwined with statistical veracity and
pragmatic pictures of day to day living conditions of the people. India's
yugul}}‘u.ﬂ Lll:ll.l.ll\_lll'_I: and th|l|.||.|.| :tlwrgr nces should pose 3 mammoth :_.h.;.l":l:lﬁi_-
to such studies. Of course both the historians have traversed long terrains of
facts, incidents and episodes in public and privare domains for common inferences.
The seriousness of their attention is reflected in the common trait of ranscendence
of bias, personal prevccupation and subjectivioe
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One important agenda associated with historical analysis is to recreare and
restructure with the aim of a reformist . A historian is also a foreseer and this
exceptional capacity to observe and imbibe represented realiry calls for acceptance
of life and living in the most tenuous terms. The Fave of India was being refurbished
in the hands of the able, enthusiast, visionaries, focusing intently upon the notions
of growth , stabilicy and welfare. The newly formed democracy became the ideal
site for fulfillment of the citizens ideals , both enlightened and the idle and the
passive. Both the authors have looked into the avenues used in various contexts
and locales by the statesmen and poliricians and che administrators.

Both the works inform infinite numbers of subjects handled with marure
analysis , judgmental starements and probing implermenting devices. The reading
of the political scenario of this * poor, large and deeply divided sociery” in an
unbiased emperament calls for an ability which rises above interesie. Both the
hisrorians have raized contentious issues like the validity of the reservation policy
and the incriminare ways of its use and abuses by people who see polirics as a
convenient tool for meeting privare interest while absolving onexelf from commeon
consequences. The wide spectrum of people’ s interests and concerns need o be
considered under the purview of the administrative and developmental forays.

The people’s interests and concerns need to be taken into consideration by
the policy formulators and the planners at the administrative helm of affairs . But
as always there remains the tedious ireny and gap between the political will and
the culpability of the implementing agency. 5o the notion and declared policy of
growth and welfare of the masses still retains its most elusive Whar ails che
Indian democracy is norably observed by Ramchandra Guha elsewhere, in a
newspaper article { The Telegraph, 3 December,2011) titled, “Degrading
Democracy”, when he writes citing a much quoted reference to the comparison
berween Anna Hazare's movement and the uprising at the Tahrir Square in Egypt,
* lronically ,as the people in the Middle East struggle for their first raste of
democracy, Indians are working overtime ro de the democratic institurions
that their forebears buile and which have now seen us through 65 testing years of
independence.”

Bur as revealed in all detail , the years of the building and pioneering a
nation and a country needed all the strength and tenacity and foresight for the
future programmes, especially during the period of restrucruring rhe stares on the
basis of language used by the majority in the region . This is a long renuous chapter
recalling to the mind every major or minor disturbances thar the Govt or the
Congress leaders had to confront in the long tenuous period of natien building,
The problems figured in terms of giving distinct shapes 1o the acrivities
accomplished in order 1o achieve dynamism , development and welfare of the

le only recently emancipated were to be tackled, 19

India after Gandli is a2 mammoth document subscribing o history in its
minutest details and here the author has marvelled by strucruring the asrounding

iece in a formar which is both diachronic and synchronic. The chaprers in the
Erginning are baid our in the linear Fashion and the most variegated strands of
historical incidents come alive like shots in succession and the eritical objective
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readings tend to form the montages.® Guha has authenticared hisraricity by
claiming a major status to Caste and reservarion politics and histery. The
enflinchingly deterrent impact of the Mandal Commission on the socio cultural
and economic lives of the people and its most virulent emphasis on the politics of
caste and “backward ness have been read in critical terms by many. The position
of the author in these marters has been ubiquitously objective to be precise and
with this temperament and gase he also delves into certain other ‘rulers’ in the
democraric and federal setup of this country. From chapters on parliamentary
elecrions and their fall our, he moves to the parry politics in the states and veritably
sketches the dynamics federalism as worked our in such wopics as Cauvery Water
dispute berween Karnataka and Tamil Madu over the decades. More than twenty
sx ministerial meetings were held 1o solve the isue but dll dare no sarisfactory
solution has emerged. The Dicrares of the Kauvery Warer Dispute Tribunal too
Bave not been totally effective, This is just one in the infinite number of composites
= the Pandora’s box. 21 The author in search of the imbroglio scampers in the
areas of MNaga insurgency, the uncooked broth of Kashmir and the issue of
indiscriminare corruption in the political sector. In almost all the arcas that he
delves into, a rational, authenticared and corroborated angument is put forward
and the author like 2 convinced arbirer uses general starements with ease.
Asguments in such cases have rarely been counterproductive as it happens in
czse of Tharoor's summary analysis. For to take up the political hisrary of India
written by the Nehru and Gandhi family in one comparatively longer chapter for
&is book , I abways would be farming crisp, condensed and summary generalisation
of some of the facts and thar too almost based on impressionistic overview of the
sraation. In “Two Assassinations and a Funeral” the author Shashi Tharoor sums
up w0 briefly the anecdotes of the Indira regime followed by Rajib Gandhi's
emergence and the end of his political carcer and the aftermath or the political
encertainty in the congress camp. Whar mainly emerges is the authors roying
with the idea of the "Nehru Gandhi mystique “over the Indian collective
consciousness and its rational and inruitive dynamics in the political scenario.
Tharoor succinctly puts Saman Rushdie’s ohservarion on the subject “We have
pn-ur:d ounselves into this story , inventing its characters , then ripping them up
and reinventing them . In our inexhaustible speculations lies ane source of their
power over us.” (p 47, IMM) The fascination and mystique of this dynasty over
the Indian sensibility varies in secrion o section , class to cass , burt the impact is
never above bias,

Tharoor's ohservation of Nehru's legacy was a mixed one and he deciphered
it as consisting of four major pillars of Indian democracy. He describes them as
“democratic institution building, staunch secularism, non alignment and socialise
economics,” OF these four pillars, the first three are cited to be hugely beneficial
for Indian people and state, bur the last one is alleged to have the most detrimental
effect on growth and economy. As e summarily dismisses the premise and the
consequence of that policy, he comments, * the fourth was disastrous , condemning
she Indian people to poverty and stagnation and engendering inefficiency , red-
tapism and corruption on a scale rarely rivaled elsewhere.” ( p29, IMM)
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The problemaric made 1o rise on a general level, specifically contains
substantive particular facrs and figures and a historian need o place them at
specific locales in order 1o analyse or generalise. Bur Tharoor’s book spares
specificities broadly and offers general discursive norions on issues and wopics. In
“Of Indians and Other Minorities™ the author problemarises the notion of majoricy
versus minority: He does not do so by emphasing the conventional typical caste
and creed question but by bringing in stereorypes of language, religion,
communalism etc placed alongside political wisdom and sectarian communalise
politics. The citing af insances does not, of course negotiate very rj:-arl}r with
authenticity, as he is just an invalved observer and emortional affiliation is in no
way a guarantee for veracity of marter.

Self Righteous Nationalism versus Economic Growth

The contentious issue of economic growth and social welfare are 100
intricately linked to let them be overdooked. The author has painuakingly brought
it under discussion and begins by the government’s economic policy in “The
Hindu Rate of Growth and other Agnostic Legacies™. His contention is that the
public sector and private sector divide was not intdmidating in case of the carly
years of narion building , since the ideal was for a sodialistic pattern of society
and the public sector was “a compound of nationalism and idealism™(p160,IMM).
Bur the result of such an artimude was decrease in efficiency and waste of manpower
and of course less profit. As the manura of economic profit and gain was relegared
to the rear in the public secror enterprises, India lagged behind in accumulation
of wealth and grew more and more motivated by “socialist mistrust of the profic
maotive”. Ar the same time privare entreprencurs were discouraged from flourishing
or as dissuasive measures the private business men were imposed upon wich
stringent regulations and restrictions. The message imparted was clear enough.
The term socialism was wsed as a facade of non thinking and non achieving parriors
who did mor have a clear cur policy of development. The perspecrive offered by the
author is clearly reflected in this comment "Ir is sadly impossible vo quaneify che
economic losses inflicted on India over four decades of entreprencurs Fritering
away their energies in quening for licenses rather than manufacruring produces |
paying bribes instead of hiring workers wooing politicians instead of understanding
consumers , ~getting things done” through burcaucrars rather than doing things
tor themselves™. (p 164,IMM) The reason | as he seems o qualify , thar India has
not been able to updarte its economic policy is thar the stress was not an the liberal
policies in regards o industry and business. Bur the author observes a marked
change in the Indian economy after Dr Monmohan Singh was appointed the finance
minister in Marasimha Rao’s cabiner in the centre. “Together they embarked on an
immediate series of dramatic reforms,”

The discourse of growth and welfare contexrualised against the backdrop of
post independent Indian hlsmr:.r cannot be a prompt aswsessment |, as forces of
socio political and economic axes coordinare and bifurcate in various ways o as
to lead consequences wo contradicory fallouts. Bur in this regard no prevext is
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culpable enough before the democraric ideology and concomitant social agenda.
It is a fact that economic liberalisation in India is beset with both advancages and
disadvantages and the problem needs to be studied in a thoroughly unbiased
assessment. The public private debate is a necessary one at least 1o point our the
biased perspectives with which public enterprises are kept on the subsidy and
bailout balance even if it is an accepred premise thar “the public secror companies
are essentially holding hostage more than half the industrial capirtal ar India’s
disposal.” (p 187 IMM) 22 In a conclusive stasement Shashi Tharoor reasons
out the nature of slickness in Indids growth as the hesitant Indian economy
failing o open up against world economy and citing a Harvard economist Jeffrey
Sachs, the author argues for the benefits “of increased trade and foreign
investment.” (P198 IMM)

As against the crisp fast narration of history in  Shashi Tharoor’s book
Ramachandra Guha is elaborate and detailed in wearment. Hundreds of wopics
have been broached and so faithfully the historian in him is commirted to truth
and face that in an astonishing veracity the subject is deale with and that oo with
authenticarion and detailed documentation. The pace is easeful and calm with
abjectivity at its core. Take for instance the chaprer on Emergency in 1995 which
i titled “Autumn of the Marriarch”. The topic eakes into consideration the polirical
torces and incidents leading to the imposition of emergency by the then Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi and the eventful decline of democratic forum and forces
under the dictatorial regime of an autocratic representative of the people. It also
calls into question the credibility of the oppositions and the excesses done in this
sbnormal political tenure. He analyses the pre emergency eventualiries giving rise
to the Time and the post emergency Janata reign and the hisrorical blunders chat
those somnolent leaders of the people were prone tw do. Though the regime of
Indira Gandhi during emergency was no facade for democracy, the leaders of the
opposition too had no real affiliation for democraric agenda and real welfare of
the common people. What they were more interested in was the agenda of revenge
and retribution against Indira Gandhi than the revival of democracy and uplift of
the country and sociery .23

Moving along the lincar axis, Ramchandra Guha proceeds from Gandhi's
death rowards the middle of the 20" and the beginning of the 21” century. What
is projected before us is a plethora of images of persons, political leaders, common
people and incidents and anecdotes ~forming the history of modern India
Bringing into specific focus, the trauma of partition , the formation of Indian
states into linguistic lines, ascension of Kashmir o Indian union, the related
events and thoughes, the state of emergency declared, Babri Masjid debacle,
extermination of Sikh insurgency, Operation Bluestar and other major and minor
hisraries, the author eranscribes the massive montage into realized perception of
the Reader. The structure of the narmative shifts berween linsar {developmenial)
and incidental (in depth) discourse as the events and incidents demand.

The relarively briefer narrative of Tharoor posed against the elaborare
treatment of faces and figures in Guha in a quantifiable manner points towards
dynamics of historical forces working together in lingar and tangendal wrajectories
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in India. OF course it is always difficulr to arrive ar a stance which in an unbiased
way describes state, incidence and fate of people. \ .

Ar the end of it all, the contention remains, as to how does reading of history
reflect upon the past and the present and determine the furure? The answer to
this question seems to be more complicated than one could ever imagine. As our
thoughes and philosophies tend to interact on the rangents of pragmaric history,
more often than nor, we seem o suffer from a sense of limitation. Confronting
history, incidents and anecdotes, the reader in fact reads what is most apparent,
shaped and chiseled and whar is being made. The state of I:rc:u:-:-mm_g;, the st
which is fluid and nascent or even shimmery, needs the marurity of time 1o give
specific contours to and be what it becomes.

Motes and References

1. The present study does nat bosst of a comprehensive analysis of Indian
democracy, not even within the parameters of growth and welfare, two
:m5¢n:i=li:,- averlapping concepts in economics and socinlogy. Whar .] have
proposed to read here are very slight responscs in the light of comparative and
interiextual axes , the readings of two ambitious texis by Ramachandra Guha
and Shashi Tharoor . The political stances of the authors are evidently diffeszar,
55 is clear from their declared credenrials.

3. In“A Moral Case for Socialism™ Kai Nielsen argues for the validiry of competition
in paire capitalism and the power of people in demacraric socialism. See, p3oo
in Philosaply and Contemponary luwes, Prentice ~Hall, 2008,

3. Though Durkheim never acrually used the word normlessness | by the word
*snomie”, he used 1o denote 2 state which he describes as * a rube that is a lack of
rube”. The term is used in his vastly influential book Suicide and also in The
Divisian of Labowr in Socicty.

4. Herbert Murcuse's brillians observation regarding the social behavior of a person
within the realm of the modern induserial society is, definitely a starting point
in the fluid dynamics beoween the consumer and the gypical circular progression
of his needs which he calls falee needs. He defines them as “those which are
superimposed upon the individual by particular social interestsin his represshon:
the needs which perperuate toil, aggressiveness, misery and injustice.” CF One
Diimensional Man, {19643, 1991, Rﬂﬂdtdgl-'- B

5. CF Commadities and Capabilities, 1987, Oxford India Paperbacks, New Dields, p

6. Bordicu’s social thesis and analysis of the functions of forces need w be read
with its political dilarions thar categorically affecy the social behavior. His mation
of dowa is not a primitivisation of histary bur a relevant correlative 1o the FII.I'I.IrLi-I-II:
agenda of the sociery. The notion 'I:II:I‘EI'I.'Iw‘i'I- and welfare is oot irmelevant 1o it
‘Diowa consiss of embodied and practical understandings and know how , not
miechanical refleves’. See Affer Habermay: New Perspectives an the Public Sphere,
2004, Blackwell, Oxford, pl100

7. According to Durkheim for a sociery to hold wogether needs rwo kinds of
forces e.g mechanical and organic and the social integration in a modern sociery
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8. Freud, the master psychoanalyst would have called this kind of a stave as a repressed
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is much different from earlier soxienses. Organic interdependence is necessary
now for social solidarity as the sociery has become more complex and insufficient
normative regulation cannot hold it ogether. Whar is now needed is che
development of a collective conscicnce.

thanatos or a desublimation of libido. The state of social chaos and evireme
evhilaration &z a substitute for El.:l:'.ujvc s ial |_1|,-|:||:a_--..l_;_|r|_ The stae of ke
fdp'umli-'-rn virtually lifis man to such anorcxia of spire.

cfﬂh.ﬁp:er B. FE!:"':I [IMANA)

cl-f-:hnp:frﬂ “Better Fed than Free", The Emergency and Chher Urg,rn-'iﬂ p-l'Jf-:'
(M

. That the state of EIMENLEnCY Wiy dheclared h:r' an elecred rrpll.'u:alll-l.i"-'f of the

people in 3 democracy speaks profusely about the political ambirion of the person
;]an rl'u.- coercive manner in which authoritarianism is iildulgt*d. .l’l.|'l-i|1 fram the
communal di.sp.il’il;:r‘ and violence, Fu::]ups this is the darkest hour of democs Y
in India.

. Thar his book is not a survey of Indian history is admicred ar the ourser by

Tharcor himself, He would rather call his attempt 1o touch "upon many of the
principal evenis of the last five decades. It is not “reportage’ though 1 do draw
ancedotally upon my own my own mravels and conversations in India. Iris inseead
a subjective account, [ hope both informed and impasioned, of the forces thar

have made { ) voday’s India.,."pd

, In the chaprer “The Biggesr Gamble in History ® Guha elaborates upon the

pangs and problems of nation building, especially the hazardous rask of
reformulation of Indian states. As has been indicated, perhaps the most
challenging task in modern hisory was being undertaken. He also recounts the
massive prepanedmess for the first general eleodon necessitared afver independence
in 1952,

i4. On the eve of India’s taking the question of Kashmir o the United MNanons and

5.
16,

7.

L&

even after serics of discussions taking place, no muteal solurion emerged. After
the barte of Poonch, Dras and Bargil the dominadon of Indisn army prevailed
in Kashmir save for che North western part. Mahammad Abdullsh and his
Marional confercnce wook the onus for standing for India.

See "The E-ig.lg_l:bl Gamble in '||i'-ll.ll}" in frefia after Guandli, |_'||3._'.

The controversy over Kashmir wich Pakisran remains a deep rooted wound and
till dare oft and on, injuries are being infliced by the jehadi and exoremist groups
making the siruation volagle,

Like Kashmir, che years of black emerpency sill evoke debaces, apadhy and
exhaustion and alsa concern.

[ the chaprer called “Riows" Guha coalesces the rior againse dhe Sikhs, Muslims
and abso the Hindu communicies ar various poing of history, Whar he stresses is
the innocent killings of the people no way relaced o the rouble and the miserable
plight of the law and order situation in the bcales affecued. Tt is abways difficuls
to trace the source of an incident thar becomes provocarive, It was true of the
Godhra mishap, Ahmedabad and Baroda killings and other similar episodes.
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19, The conspicuous problems that surfaced and were sighted in regards ro smooth
functioning of the administrative policies were many. In fact langusge movements
thar erupred in Telegu speaking areas, Punjabi dominated and Marathi speaking
areas cicated much of havoc wo the Nehru ministry. Bilateral relations with USA
were not up o mark and almost sour.

20. The author narrates lincar history almost chronologically, mking various
paradigms like political administration, social polity up to the end of Rajib
Gandhi's rule. After this he rakes up variegared issues and traverses over time
through these windows.

21. Apart from the dichotomies in the reservation policy of the state and government,
ather major arcas of contention were rampant corruption in the public and
administrative and also civic deparuments, unequal distribution of wealth and
the perennial problem of poverry, along with the strategic parmership with the
world powers etc.

22, Though virolent criticiem was on against international procectionism and internal
contrels in Indiz, a clear policy was yer 1o be sdopted. “The Hindu Rate of
Growth” was a miscrable 3.5 in the first three decades, whereas other countries
in South East Asia had & o 15 percent growth, Cf p166, Tharoor, IMM.

23, O chis phuee of history, a massive number of documens are availshle, many of which
are wsed by the anthor for a erue reflection of events. Sinoe it was a time of strife for the
libermy af individual and alio froedorn of natonal peos, divergent gevemmenial venions
were readily available which at moments confused the foreign press
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HISTORY REVISITED: A READING OF AMITAV
GHOSH’S SEA OF POPPIES

Arunabla Bhuyan

ABSTRACT. Sea of Poppies (2008), a novel by the eminent fndian novelise Amirap

ey wbich was shorelisted for the Man Booker Prize in 2008 bas the opinm-ridden

Inddiz of the 18301 as the backgronnd. The story revolves aronnd a cast of characters of
diverse backgrounds who are caught in the quagmire of this devastaring opinm trade

and traniported to Manriting on the whooner fhis. Thiv paper attempts to relocate

bintary wirhin the framework of thiv storyline and alia bring to fore Ghodiy strong

Fremsan compifment.

Eq."\?-'ﬂl'd!: .!.-frm.-;r HEFTITTe mf.":rr: J:.-J':rn.l'f.tp ECOAAIY mnfl‘fpffn'rrp ﬂl:l.l'ﬂ:h'.rf.l.ﬂr.l
Doreder

" e pirivn d_fd' eatllogaga Md":-." J'*'.l .'I'I'_H.I'.I:.ll-ﬂulr .r.ll_:f P, G B Deriion an .|1.!||'-rr'| fiE
ardimary dy, bt she knew fns rmr.ﬁa tluat the Apparition was g sign af destiny for
whe Bad weper wen ek 1 vl |5.|:'_|I'Elr;'_, o TN e ﬁ.‘ll'f" [ {,_":r.-i ﬁ)lrf".;.n_lf\-_lrh:ﬁ:l

Amirav Ghosh's Saz of Pappies (2008) the first volume of a projected “Ibis
wrilogy”, which has North India and the Bay of Bengal as the backdrop, revolves
around the Opium War. In fact the novel is set in 1838 just before the Opium
War berween Brivain and China, The East India Company had at that period
been engrossed in amassing wealth of unlimited proportions by growing opium
on the bank of the Ganges and exporting them to a somewhar reluctant Chinese
population. The peasants of Bengal and Bihar were forced o turn to opium
plantation in their fertile land in place of the regular crops thar would sustain
them throughour the year. The result was poverty, starvation and addiction for
them because their fields were filled with no other crop but “a river of poppies.”
(Sea af Pappies: 29) and were at the disposal of the moneylenders and land owners
who were, in their own wrn, compelled to act at the behest of the East India
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officials. The Chinese, on the other hand, were enraged at their eroding cconomy
because this trade was guilty of turning many of their men into addicts, and
offered stiff resistance. The Chinese government mied to restrict trading with
Europeans and confined them to ports like Canton and Shanghai. The British
wransported the opium grown in India to China in return for silver, tea and silks.
The Chinese government was somewhar disturbed with their loss of silver bur
more alarmed with the consumprion of opium by their own population. But
they failed to curb this trade alogether. *In 1839 the Chinese government sent a
commissioner to Canton, who burnt some 20,000 chests of British-supplied
apium there, and then banned all further trade with Brirain. This led 1o war
berween China and Britain® (Fry 1994: 259) .

Amitay Ghosh's Se of Pappier, a remarkable saga, exposes the dehumanizing
effect of the opium trade on those who were directly or indirectly involved in it.
This drug destroys not only the taker but also those who are interewined with
him. The process of addiction is a cyclic one—a user takes resort to opium o case
out the damaging cffect of the same substance. The Brirish in trying to override
the restrictions on the Free Trade policy of the Chinese played a definite role in
the ensuing Opium Wars, How the British had actually destroyed the rural/social
economy has been illustrated by Ghosh here. Along with history, culture and
identity are also part of this narrative. This was because of his belief in the
commonalities thar ran across them.

CGheshs carlier novels have often defied borders (a recurrent theme in his
novels) and his characters are shown shifring from one country 1o another like
Burma, Cambodia, Egypt, England, East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), United
States, Sri Lanka and so on. There were some like Tridib and Ha in The Shadow:
Liner who did not seem to belong anywhere. In Sez of Poppies too the Ibis{the
ship) stands as multicultural and multilingual symbol where people of different
faiths, nationalities, castes and ereeds from different corners of the world
assemble—a British captain, an American sailor, Zachary, born of a whire father
and a black mother who prefers to hide his origin as the stigma of colour never
leaves him, Ah Fatr a filthy opium addict whe is a product of 2 Parsi and Chinese
parenthood, a number of armed sepoys engaged to maintain order, kascars and
passengers like the bankrupt and deported Raja Neel Ratan who is sentenced to
work as a indentured labourer for seven years in Mauritius after a false rial,
Pauline the daughter of a French botanist brought up by a Bengali wet-nurse,
Jodu her foster brother, Deeti the widow from castern Bihar whe had lost her
hushand to addiction and is now married to Kalua the low-caste, Baboo Nob
Kissin an agent of Benjamin Burnham the nororious and unethical merchant—
quite a motley cast of characrers, almost like Chaucer's pilgrims and cach with a
personal history of their own. The Ibis a schooner that had earlier carried slaves,
was now used to transfer ‘girmitivas’ or indentured labourers 1o Mareech
Istands{Mauritius). All the characrers mentioned above are brought 1o Calcurma
and finally sent out to the ‘black sed (kalapani). The Ibis like Caleutea is a shelrer
of polyglot communities and Ghaosh wallows in the multilingual interaction of
his Brirish, Indian, French and the Lascari characters. As one reads through the
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pages one finds the flexibility of language in such drcumsrances rather fiscinating.
The Lascars have been sailing from such a young age thar they are at times clueless
as to which country is really their own, The sea is in fact their own ‘land’.

Ghosh meanwhile narrates the background of all these characters— a widow
sscaping from the fate of a sa, 2 court case involving a Zamindar, the plight of 2
Frenchwoman who desires 1o escape from the rigid confines of a Brivish home and
many other such intertwining stories form a major part of the narrative. Jonarhan
Caller has shown that this parrern of narrarives often “expose the predicaments of
the oppressed, in stories thar invite readers, through idenrification, to see certain
situations as intolerable.”(Culler 1997: 93-94) These are the people of diverse
backgrounds, religious belicfs and also nations. Some of the characters like Paulette
and Deeti need to cross the sea o escape the orying circumstances at home and
assume new identitics, whereas, the convices like the Rajah (a symbal of the dying
Lamindari system of Bengal) are being rransported to an unknown future across
the sea. However, one feels thar Paulerre acts more out of impulse than our of
necessity. Impersonation of Paulerre makes Zachary comment: “You have proved
vourself equal of any chameleon™ (Sas of Poppisr 500). According o Peter Barry a
postcolonial rexr invariably celebrares and explores “diversicy, hybridiry, and
difference become ceneral” (Barry 2002:197) Familiariry is gradually seen to breed
among the unfamiliar ones and a tightening of the bond is witnessed. Being distanced
from their own, the ship becomes their "home’ and they address each other as
‘jahaj-bhais’ (ship-brothers). Social and religious divisions fade our on board with
time as men ard women of different culiures and backgrounds converge here. And
this is Ghosh's way of doing away with the borders (this time, of social differences).

The novel begins with the introduction of Deeti who lives in one of the
villages of eastern Bihar, Deeri an opium grower herself is not a user bur the
opium has cemainly invaded her family life. She enters early widowhood ar the
death of her husband Hukam Singh, an addicr, who was a waorker in a Brirish
opium factory at Ghazipur. This wretched woman realizes lacer that she had been
drugged with opium on her wedding night by her own mother-in-law so thar her
brother-in-law could consummare the marriage and impregnate her. So the
appalling effects of the ‘opium’ are shown directly in the first few pages itself. The
widows like Deeri are found to be drugged and pulled rowards the funeral PyIE (o
aphold the radition of sati. But fate had willed atherwise, It needs Kalua a low-
caste by birth, but a man of great strengeh 1o carry her off from the pyre and laer
marry her. Chivalry after all is not a quality of merely the higher orders. The
marriage is socially unacceprable and in arder to escape the unrelcnn'r.E in-laws
of Deeti they become indentured servants on the Ibis. Two themes of 19* century
India, namely, the opium cultivation of Bengal and Bihar for the Chinese marker
and the transportation of indentured labourers by the British to be engaged in
the plantations in islands like Mauritius, Fiji and Trinidad are dramarically
presented in this nevel

The stories of these powerless men and women have become here a part of
a great narrative of history involving questions of culture and identiry. They give
themselves new names and identities so thar they can begin their lives anew. “Cue
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off from their roots, in transit, and looking ahead o a fresh start, the migrants are
Prone to invent new names and histories."(Chew 2008: 2 of 2) Even before sailing
on the ship it is already clear that people of variant cultures must communicate
and hence a common language was essential for everyday interaction and they
accommaodate to their needs accordingly, There are characters that evolve in a
most unexpected manner. Ah Farr, a wasted addict in the initial stages, is a reformed
and renewed individual rowards the end, strong enough to challenge his oppressors.
This is 2 moving tale of the inner strength of the common people who manage w
survive the oppressive forays of politics and power in their lives. Beyond this
storyline what really stands our is Ghosh's strong human commitment.

The three sections of the novel, namely, “Land’, "River’ and “Sea’ show a
mevement from a fixed point of location to a gradual dislocation. Not only do
the characters in the Ihis awsume 2 mixed identity but the narration oo follows
the same partern: “Can you imagine, dear what a prodigious stroke of kismer it
will be for you to puckrow Mr. Kendalbushe?... The kubber is that there’s more
than one young missy-mem who's gota mind to bundo the fellow.” [ Se of Pappies
210) These words are uttered by Mrs. Burnham a woman of English origin.
Again Mr. Doughry, an Englishman, comments on the food laid our for him:
=lsn't that the famous Rascally chitchky of Pollock-saug?™ (Sea of Poppiec 1 18) As
in Ghesh's earlier novels like The Glass Ralace and The Hungry Tide where Indian
as well as other Asian words are profusely used, this novel wo displays an
exuberance of language. In Fact Sea of Pappies is flooded with nautical jargons and
the 19* century Hinglish. Much to the amusement as well as amazement of the
reader some Indian words are actually spelt in the manner a Sahib would pronounce
it —"Baley"(baalti), "Gantas"(ghaantas), "Tancaw” (tankha), “Dufrer”(daftar),
*Chawbuck'd” (chabooked), “Kubber"{khabar) etc. The malleabilicy of the Indian
English is establlished and authenticity is also retained. Even the names of some
of the principal characters are given an Anglicized touch here to leave behind a
colonial raste. So Babu Nobokrishno Panda becomes Nob Kissin Baboo. The list
is endless, Fxcessive use of Indian terms especially those of Bengali and Bhojpuri
ones as well as the dialects of lascars is a lirtle disconcerting at times to the reader
but this can also be understood as the colourful lingo of the diaspora. Although
diaspora indicares human displacement, in the post-colonial context it is usually
“concerned with the idea of culrural dislocation contained within chis
term(Gandhi 1998:131), In Ses of Poppies Pauline, Mr. Doughry, Nob Kisin
and Zachary have all gone through the process of cultural dislocarion.

One of the most heart-rending as well as vital scenes in this novel is the one
where Raja Neel Raran's forehead is tanooed with his crime, date and name of the
prison. His situation is no betzer than an ordinary convict. He acoually becomes
insolvent when the opium trade fails, The very men who dined with him carlier
in his boar were the ones who forcibly grabbed his land and Emp:rl.'y. This was
the plight of the Indian rajas and zamindars under the British colonial rule. In
fact their hold over the land loosened from the colonial period irself. The rarrooisy,
who is sympathetic towards the plight of the Raja, puts a little opium in his
mouth to relieve his pain. The opium that was responsible for his financial disaster
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5 now his saviour. The British could not be allowed to play the role of the Almighey
nere, The tarooist had diluted the ink so thar the marks would gradually fade
out. Whar is written on your forchead need not always be your destiny, In an
smteresting turn of events the British are the faralises’ here trying ro carve the fare
o the locals, However it is the colonial victims who eventu ally chart out their
ywn destinies.

The novel is the firse part of a3 proposed wrilogy and ends in an uncertain
nore, After much tension, ﬁiﬂ.’t[t. bloadshed on board and finally a srorm, warched
oy Deeti, Zachary, Nob Kissin and Paulerre from the deck of Ibis, few importan:
characrers of the novel like Raja Neel Raran, Jodu, Kalua and Serang Ali escape
in & boat o an unknown destination thar the sea would evenmually take them.
When the novel ends che This is still mid-sea and yer 1o arrive in the Mareech
Isfands. Whar lies in wait for Deeti, Faulette or the Raja we do not know. In this
way the continuity is maintained by the novelist and the reader too waits with
expecration for the second volume of the trilogy.

A lot of serious research is invalved behind this work. This novel is not just
cartography but a rare coming together of hisrory and contemporary relevance.
Ghosh the socig-anthropologist and his narration bring back a lost world o his
seaders who are Familiar with the colonial history. To show the disastrous
consequences of the oplum trade on the lives of the Indian population Ghosh has
painted a large canvas teeming with men and women displaced from their own
land and position, Like the slave, Bomma, in fir an Antique Lawd, they are in a
position to relare their personal histories in their own voice. The British colonizer
& not placed at the centre bur it is the common 1Lndtrclngs. the much abaused
victims who occupy this place in this narration. Whether or nor it is an anri-
colonial tizade, Amitav Ghosh's Sex af Puppies must be regarded as another tale of
British colonialism where fact and fiction have crossed their “shadow lines™ to
MSTEE INED ONE Narracive.
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QUEST FOR IDENTITY: A READING OF
SHASHI DESHPANDE'S SMALL REMEDIES

Merry Baruah Bora
Liza Das

ABSTRACT: [dewrity rewtaing an integral isswe in relation to an wunderstanding of
the self ritmted in @ socio-culiural locale, Given the surge af theareiival perspectives, it
appedrs o artain @ nasher complex satns whevein it seems no longer ﬂ'ﬂ?l‘ﬁ&&-‘ to
regard identity as a vigid given but a constrnct which reflects the cultsre and ideology
of the respective society within which it is focased. Shashi Dedhpandes novel Small
Remedies atiempis a close reading of the several social and cultural proceses thar go
into the making of an individuals idensity in relavion to the Indian milien. The
paper borrows theoresical terminology fFom cultural studics in an artempt to analpe
the novelisek perspective on identity in relation to the Indian socio-cultural realm.

Keywords: selfl family. identity, ewlture.

" e are net born with an identitn, but it emerges in a number of different
Jirsmas iy a series of idensificatioing uhich combine and emerge inan infinite
number af forms so thar there i never one fixed, coberent fdenrity but several in
play.”

Karh Woodward

Shashi Deshpande’s novel Senall Remedber (2000) trears the issue of identiry
in 2 manner that provides a locus an the basis of which an understanding of self
and family is made possible. Deshpande’s portrayal of identiry also seems o throw
light on the eultural and social politics behind the formation of identities and
reveals how “the need to characterise an individual in ane particular way rather
than another is rooted in the prevailing interests, perceived problems and
anticipated solutions. An entire structure of values, norms and standards is
constructed to guard those interests” (Kelkar and Gangavene 21). Through her
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characreristic realism Deshpande delineares her characrers and their culture specific
position portrayed in terms of subjecriviry, role and identity within the family.
As a novelist she is acurely aware of the existing dispariry in the idenrities of her
characters going by which “men are considered 1o be heads of househalds,
breadwinners, owners and Mmanagers af Property, and active in p-|,1|.ili:|.'1-. I'EIJ.E.II'H:I..
:'_\-usin-::.g ;-|r||:| tlm ]1:1;Fe~hi=1ni. llﬂ'['-\.'.-mi:n. an ||'u: r_|1|'|cr IIiI:II'J. e ::-:J:lm.l:n:'d :|.|1|'] IIJj!:II:LI
o bear and look after children . . " (Bhatin 7). Deshpande evakes the concepr of
:r.-}rhi:r]:u'l-:'\-l] hl:.‘.i.LIE'I- I|'|1: LA ur =] i:‘ldl:p:ndl:m F..-mulu: idl:nlil:r' if I!|!|.|: l|.|.'|'-'|:t
which posits the contested issue of identiry through the characrers of Savieribai
and Leela recounted through Madhu's vision, women belonging vo diverse felds
in terms of personal careers while confronting the common issue of idenriry within
their culture specific roles and relationships, The novel works substannially through
the Fn,:pmnnl memory of Madhu whao is engaged in the rask of writing a biography
an the life of Savieriba, a rIu:.-'l.:n of clagsical music, Thereisa paru]]r:] COMSIFUCTIE
of the image of Lecla which is revealed once again, through Madhu's eyes while
she is still in the process of writing the biography. It would be noteworthy 1o keep
in mind that these two women belong 1o different times, nevertheless both have
had to experience similar ordeals in their attempt to defy the uaditionally
prescribed roles confined within particular relationships while responding 1o their
imner urge to find meaning in their lives through the pursuit of careers of their
CONENUMERT.

Swmall Remedies is also preoccupied with familial relationships through which
Deshpande examines the cultural operations that inform and reinforce the process
of construction of an individual’s identity with specific focus on the woman
within the family and society in general. Culture plays a critical part in the
construction of the self within a given familial set-up situated in a specific socio
culmural environment. It is important to keep in mind the social and collective
inpurs thar significantly influence an individual's understanding of self. One may
rake note of Schick’s idea of identity which would also throw subseantial lighe in
inrerpreting Deshpande’s approach to and treatment of the issue of idenrity
through the lives of her female protagonists, Schick’s remarks:

Identity is the soctally constructed, socially sancrioned (or at least recognized)
complex of self significations deriving from an individual’s membership in
such collectivities as class, race, gender, sexuality . . . [i]t plays a decisive role
in human behaviour: one acts from a certain positionality and in accordance
with a certain worldview or szt of values deeply rooted in identity. At the
same time, identity is never ‘complere’; rather, it is always under consoruction.
To pur it more explicitly, identity is not an object but a process. . . . ity
it () represensarion, and the representarion of tdentitg, whether to onecelfor to
aibers, i in ﬁr.-r ite pery constrmetion. (19 italics in -l:ll'i_Hil'l:lll:l
In Swurll Remedies, Leela and Savirribai are portrayed as women who make
an attempr to move out of the confining enclosure of the family, resisting the
circle of oppression and exploitarion within the family and sociery. The women
here are shown opring for rather unconventional careers in a manner thar is quite
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unlike that of other women of Deshpande's novels, in thar, while Savicribai chooses
music as her career, Leela goes for sacial acrivism and devores herself 1o the service
for the underprivileged. Savirribai rejects the traditional notion of wifehood and
matherhood as well in the single-minded pursuit of her musical career. Savieribai’s
ruthless pursuit of her career purting at stake her role of a wife and more
importantly that of a mother seem o raise questions about her feminiry
conventionally displayed through these familial roles.
Savitribai’s ohsessinn with her profession is an all-absoarbing one and leaves
no space for emotions. . . Savitribai's case illustrates with grear realism the
truth of what Virginia Woolf has expressed in A Roem of Oues Oun. There
are not so many female artists primarily because women have never had
the same social space or opportunity. In India, performing arts . . . axleast
a couple of decades ago . . . seem to subtract from the ideal of parienza.
{Jain 118)
Savitribai’s transgression of the culturally approved role of wife and mother may
be understood when one refers to Deshpande’s Inrerview with Vanamala
Viswanath, in which she observed that
It’s necessary for women to live within relationships, Bur if the rules are rigidly
laid that as a wife or mother you do this no further, then one becomes unhappy.
This is what I have tried to convey in my writing. What [ don't agree with is
the idealization of motherhoad.., (236)
Given this outlook professed by Deshpande, it becomes visible why women like
Savirribai and Leela aspire 1o transcend the confines of narrow domesticiry.
However, it is not only Bai and Leela who defy the codified conducr of
motherhood, there are other women in the novel who do not appear 1o conform
to the ideal image of motherhood, one thar has been so preciously upheld by
Indian culture, Through Madhu's recollection of other mothers whom she had
met at some point of time in her life the image of the ideal mother is refured by
Deshpande, While deliberating upon the bitterness that tainted Bai's relationship
with her daughter Munni, Madhu observes
[ get some images of motherbood in the movies [ see myself, through the songs
thiar speak of “wusa a pyar’. Bur real life shows me something entirely different.
Munni’s mother who ignored her daughter; Ketaki’s mother, stern, dictatorial
and so partal 1o her sons; Sunanda, sweetly devious and manipulating; Soms
mother, so demanding —none of them conform o the whire-clad, sacrificing,
sohbing mother of the movies, (183)

Sl Resnedies attempt to project women outside of their conventional
identity in allowing the women to opt for roles beyond socie-culrural impositions
while they make an effort to restructure an identity which do not apparentdy
conform to the culoure specific codes.

Bai and Leela step our of straitjacketed roles, exercise their oprions as
individuals, pursue their dreams and achieve their potential by urilizing
the gifts conferred on them by nature: ‘women who reached beyond

their grasp’. The nos
conflicts which arose
are always condition
self. (Bhalla 76)
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their grasp’. The novel is abour women arrises and creaviviry . . . and the
conflicts which arose when the artist happened ro be a woman — women
ATE :Iwa:.‘s conditioned o subdue and Fepreds their Afam, their sense of

self. (Bhalla 76)

The socictal approval of a female musician is hard to achieve as may be
svinced from the character of Bai. In the process of composing Bai’s biography
Madhu, in the novel, realises the challenge Bai had to confront because . . . there
was 2 clear line of demarcation between between whart females could do and whar
shey couldn’t. Associating with musicians definitely lay ourside ourside the
Lakshman Rekha® 218). The evocation of the | image of the Lakshman Rekha, a
senrral image in the Indian socio-cultural perspective, enable Deshpande 1o
deliberate on the issue of women perceived as inferior beings and their apparent
aeed to constantly define themselves in relation to a superior Other which endows
meaning to their personal existence and experience. In Leela too, the reader is
sade Familiar with 2 woman who dared to overreach the absolutist demarcations
of feminine roles and subjectivity while going for a career thar necessitated her
sranscendence from the conventional identity of a wife or a mother. She is projected
zt 2 woman capable of selfless love and compassion and, in doing, o she does not
need to limit herself o roles made available to her within marriage and family.
_,::I: emerges a5 a woman who “always :uppnrn:d herself. . . takes on the stature
of 2 heroine” (94-95) by viroue of her tenacity to stand by her beliefin herself and
rzsisting the confining subjecrive position of 2 woman forever in need of a man
in her search for fulfillment in life.

In reading the lives of Bai and Leela one would do good to remember that
these wormen created meaning or rather invenved themselves through a realignment
of their roles and subjectivities in an effort ro move beyond the predescribed srate
of existence. Madhu's narrarive which is party informed by her memory of bath
Bai and Leela, Bai's personal memory and Hari's memory of Leelas life serve to
provide the plor with a homogenous structure while reconciling

. . the many selves and link Bai to Leela . . . Bai moving our of her class in
search of her destiny as a singer, Leela breabang our of the convenrtions of
widowhood... Small Remedies is the first of Deshpande’s novels wo present
women, Bai and Leela whe break through the stereotypical mould ro chart a
different course in their lives, (Bhalla 83)

Deshpande’s female characters reveal their unease ar the dominant ideologies which
rend to codify the life of 2 woman into serict roles conforming to the sacio-
cultural norms. Through the voyage of self discovery thar thess women undertake
they emerge with a renewed vision of life and its predicaments while voicing their
doubes with regard to the age-old institution of marriage and family visualizing
them as conseruces that sarisfy culture’s need to provide social sanction to the
embedded inequalities and discrimination. Shashi Deshpande's female protagonist
is @ subject, socially constructed through discursive practices but as Weedon argues,

she none the less exists as a thinking, feeling subject and social agent, capable
of resistance and innovations produced out of the clash berween contradicory
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subject positions and pracrices. She is also a subject able to reflect upon the
discursive relations which constitute her and society in which she lives, and
able o choose from the oprions available. (125)

Seen thus, Deshpande not only succeeds in poignantly rendering the concepr
of identity in the context of family while illustrating the larger issue of socio-
culoural i:-niil:i-;;.t ar p|.=].' m:hihg “lhuman truths EMmerge and artificial constructs
fall...” {in Maik 26} reasserting her belisf in the individual as a human heing
and not mere gendered entities who become culrural templares o be inscribed
upon. 5Such an understanding and approach rowards the issue of identiry
problemarises it further and necessitates an intense exploration and analysis of
the hegemonic familial practices as well as of social and culoural systems chae
provide an authoritative perspective to this very crucial issue. Going back 1o
Schick's interpretation once again may perhaps facilitate an easier understanding
of identity by letting one see how it s construct first, and that there are the
specificities of culture including the set of beliefs and values within thar
worldview which act as invisible inscriprions for the individual, Siruared within
such a context the individual develops his or her sense of subjecrivity and an
understanding of the roles and relationships in relation to the individual self as
well as that ;f:hc collective experience in a particular family and the society at
large. It then becomes quite clear that an attempt to define identity as a stable,
uniform and complete constituent in an individual would deny the influential
role played by cultural and social markers within which the individual is situared
and therefore, such an approach would only provide a scemingly partial
understanding. Deshpande’s treatment of this very crucial issue reveals her
pragmatism in acknowledging that idenrity is never autonomous completely: it
is only definable according to what it is not [and]... is always a construction ...
whether one believes one chooses one's :Idl.‘J:I'I:lI!}" tor oneself, or whether this is
constituted for one by one's Farmly dynamic, philosophical considerations of
identity in relation to the guestion of being, or by a broader socio-cultural
dynamic. (Walfreys 98)
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BOOKER'’S INDIA

Greetam Sarmia

ABSTRACT. Tihe purpose af this paper is to sitwate a selective ourput of livertrire
and make @ tentative examination for any inverlinking partern, thematic or
temperal, betiveen the works chosen and the Larger convext of the Indian nation,
The srganizing fmp:m‘w for this exercite is readily provided by the Booker Prize
and I take up the India — related prize winning novels for a brief and summary

exdmfinarion.’

Keywords: colonialiom, niclal fear, nasional politics, emergency, novelisation,

eI FTIIT e,

Literary Maps:

Commenting on the occasion of Midhights Children receiving global
recognition — the Booker Prize = in the year 1981 , the New York Times predicted
that * the literary map of India is about to be redrawn... Miduighti Childen
sounds like a continent finding its voice.’ In a related bur tangential conext,
Rukun Advani, doyen of Indian academic publishing, observed:

...everyone knows, in the beginning there was Rushdie and the Word was
with Rushdie." (Advani, 2000 : 9)

“Within the subcontinent’s literary hisrory , Rushdie and his epic novel
scem symbols of 2 significantly different way of experiencing life and writing
abaut its ‘post partition ontology * which really means , in the language of human
beings thar post-Rushdie writers had no direct or lived experience of colonialism
and the national movement " (ibid)

Reverting to the observation of the Mew York Times — the anticipared dtih?«:
in the literary map of India = it was not so much redrawn, as J!'mmr.r{'}'
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= ---":""..J"hi" In che rhim.- years gince Rushdies modemn Indian EPic was Pubfiih{d
'-.-'.-=:u WTILing in 111[e,!|~|1 is today a dynamic field of high — visibility brand
creation, marketing, publishing and event —~management. Two random, highly
"”".I']ll'l{'l'lt-. contemporary examples: the annual _]:upur Literary Festival and che
secent visit to India by Jeftrey Archer on a book prnmmmm] wour. The leading

snline shopping portal includes seven Indian's in its list of Top 10 Authors with
she first place going to Chetan Bhagar ; Paul Coelho , Sidney Sheldon and Dan
Brown are the only three authors of non — Indian origin in that list. A visible
Zivide between the *high' and the ‘popular” has emerged within the field of Indian
Writing in English.

Encounters:

The first book in this selection is the 1973 Booker winner, a novel on
the Indian Mutiny — The Siege of Krishnapur (Farrel, 1973). It's author,
[.G.Farrel, a Liverpool born novelist of [rish descent , creared a rrilogy on the
sonsequences, political and social , of colonialism, and its final violent demise

The first book [ Frowdles) is locared in [eeland, a site for dramaric ant =
colonial struggle. The second novel, which won the Booker, relates to the
Mutiny in the cantonment town of Krishnapur, and the third { The Singrpore
Crip) chronicles the collapse of Raffel’s City to the invading armies of the
Japanese En'lpjj'l: |:|.Ll|:'i|:'|g the Secand Warld Wir The Booker i:n:iugu rated s
India strategy with an acerbic study of the first act of violent rebellion in the
Indian subcontinent.

“The final retreat of the British, ssill doggedly stiff-upper-lipped through
the pantries, laundries, music rooms and ballroom of the residency, using
chandeliers and violins as weapons, is a comic delight”.

And the observation of Dr McNab with which the book concludes is
:l::i-:‘:-l.lhl._:," -ﬂih[urhing, if mot pri:*,.i:ii:n'[;

“Perhaps by the end of his life, in 1880, he had come o believe thar a
people, a nation, does not create itself according 1o irs best ideas, bur is
shaped by other forces, of which it has little knowledge.”
(Farrel, 1973 :384)

Two years later the Booker was awarded to Hear and Duse (Thabwvala, 1975),
a novel located in princely India. It's author, Ruth Prawer, was the daughter of
2 Jewish lawyer in the dity of Cologne, Germany who emigrated to Britain in
the last years of the 19305, acquired a Brirish education and married Cyrus H.
Jhabwvala, an Indian Parsi architect, in 1951, where after the couple moved to
Delhi for a period of around twenty years It was here that she wrote her six
major novels durmg the E.:'I:'rtl:ld 1955 o 1975 . Hear and Dust won the Booker
Prize in 1975. A young English woman comes o India in the 1970s to search

the truth about her great aunt, Olivia, who was a resident in the subcontinent
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during the 1920s. Breaking the fetters of the social restrictions of her rimes,
Olivia falls in love with an Indian prince, bears his child and finally aborts the
baby, causing a scandal within the closed community of British society. As
these truths emerge, the young woman builds an emotional bond with her aunt
Olivia; falls in love with an Indian man, and comes to terms with the complexities
of the subcontinent. Hear and Dust seems 1o overturn the binaries of racial fear
and illicit erotic love thar marked Foster's Pasnage so fndia, thereby, obliquely
aroning for the colonial past.

Wanderings:

By the time Midnights Children was published and received global
accolades along with the Booker Prize in 1981, the nation had undergone
major social and political changes — changes, severe and permanent. This
histary is fundamentally associated with the violent rupture in national politics
caused by the imposition of the Emergency, its withdrawal, and the fractious
coalitional politics of the subsequent short-lived Janata rule. In the bricf space
of about five years, the self - assured hegemony of the Nehruvian elire, that
had directed the nation since Independence, was broken for a short spell.
And, as if recording this discordant social melee, we hear Salim Sinai, offering
the reader a ‘chunteyfied’ auto — biography in an equally hybridized English
language. Populous with as many characters as the Indian nation, garrulous
like the people in its irreverent use of the English language, restlessly moving
from Kashmir to the emerging metropolis of Bombay, seeking rempo and
flavour under the rampares of the Red Fore, in the Chandni Chowk area,
curting across to Bangladesh ar the moment of its birth , I'ﬂ'llmijllg o Old
Delhi to experience the trauma of the Emergency, Miduights Children is a
free fall of autobiography into national history — the bravura work of an
author who had written advertising copy for the global firm of Oglivy &
Mather. Mo other work could have stormed the marker for Indian writing in
English as did Midwights Children; no other work could have conflared
literature and performance as did Rushdie at that time. This brilliant conflasion
which found expression within the confines of a book, larer extended into
the author'’s life where we are witness to the first liverary celebrity of the age
of media: performance outstripped literature. The author leaves us with a
final powerful image of the fragmentation of self:

Tl it is the privilege and curse of Midnights Childven 1o be both masters
and victims of their times, to forsake privacy and be sucked into the
annihilating whirlpool of the multitude, and be unable o live and die in
peace.”(Rushdie, 1980 : 463)

So when Arundhad Roy unravels her complex rale of love, guilt, loss and
redemption  in The God of Swall Things (Booker 1997), it is with this curse of
the inability to live and die in peace thar she contends. Bur Roy forsakes urbanity

to root her complex feminine
and intimate drama. The soci
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w0 root her complex feminine anguich with thick description of a very localized
ind intimate drama. The secial elements in her novel are power , Fru.[:i_a:u]g:,-,
.'-1_".1i:!|' y caste and rhe subaleern ; r:r|:||:|1}" , bitterness | EOVY 4 n:":c[i_nn , untruth
g love are the threads of personal interaction that enrwine the social elements
Underwriting The God af Small Things is the belicf that the personal is political,
lov never writes another novel , she abandon’s the intimate and personalized
wocld of literature for an activist relation to her social miliew: o paraphrase the
=uch quoted Theses on Fuerbach - it is more important o change the world
than merely describing ir.

o N

Departures:

The next book by an Indian author to win the Booker Prize is The fnferitonce
of Lavs (Desai, 2006}, Set in the Himalayan foothills, in sight of Mountain
Sanchenjunga, the novel deals with two worlds. The crumbling househald of the
gerelict judge, his granddaughter Sai, her muror and lover, and their cook, besieged
5% an ethno - nationalist uprising thar threatens the hierarchical decorum of
bangalow life, forms one strand of the narrative. The other, is the tale of the
cook’s son, an illegal immigrant in New York Ciry, seeking legitimization in the
grzen card. The cook’s son returns home and is reunited with his father in the
sniphanic light of a Himalayan dawn, bur the words that mark the final vision ar
the story’s end belong to Sai.

“She thought of all the National Geographics and books she had read. OF
Fhfju_d[.'.t'& journey, of the coolk's journey, of Biju’s. OF the globe rwirling on
its axis.

And zhe felt a glimmer of strength. OF resolve. She must leave.”
(Desai, 2006 :323)

Deeparrures are therefore a form of beginning.

A crivals:

The White Tiger (Booker 2008) is a tale of mobility in the first decade of the
new millennium (Adiga, 2008). Social mobility involves a set of moves, the first
sf which is departure, From the gritry underbelly of the mining town of Dhanbad,
Balram Halwai moves to Delhi to work as a driver for a power broker. Scheming
so succeed in life, Balram murders his employer, steals the slush money carried by
Sis master, and moves to Bangalore o start his own entreprencurial venture, a
maxi company — The White Tiger Taxi Company.

The Wikire Tiger has vales of arrivals linked to each prior departure, At the
plene of idenrity, each arrival links the protagonist to a wider world of people.
sdentity is also linked to names — Munna, Balram, and Ashok Sharma: the
Protagonist -'iii-FHi from one wo the other. Movements occur in the Ip.‘:.ru,- g_ulf"_p..l',;.-ﬁ -
Dianbad, Delhi, and final arrival ar Bangalore.

! And it is thus that he comes to wrire a letrer to Premier Wen Jia Bao, the
Lainese Premier, when Balram comes to hear that Premier Wen is visiting
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Bangalore “to know the truth abour Bangalore”. He exhorts the Chinese
Premier net to waste money on American management books that promise
Ten Secrets of Business Success and How to Become an Entrepreneur in Seven

Easy Days.

“Dont waste your money on thoss American books”, Balram writes. “They're
so yesterday.”

“I am fomorrow”

“When you have heard the story of how I got to Bangalore and became one
of its most successful businessmen, you will know every thing there is 1o
know how entreprencurship is born, nurtured and developed in this glorious
rwenty — first century of man.” (Adiga, 2008 :319)

Erom Krishnapur in the United provinces to a princely state, @:n. hrlfallg,:
and pastiche across the sub continental Nation, resting briefly in God's own
country, an encounter with ethno nationalism and inverted hierarchics in the
Himalayan foothills, and finally, the location of the last Booker winning novel is
the techno- city of Bangalore. In this grand sweep of characrers, p]r:nc:uqd plots,
we are perhaps witness to the “novelisation” of the nation ar various historical
stages - a meta narrative called Booker's India.

Mlotes:

| “The criterion for selection is that the location of the novel is the Indian sub
continent. Therefore, Naipaul's prize winning novel of 1971 is excluded, being
lncared in Egypt, while Farrel's and Ruth Prawer’s novels are considered. The
nationality of the author is not the basis for selecrion.
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with identitarian conscioniness and the con rHiRMENg l,w.::-e'u'mu -IJ_II'_JI.I"..'.'.'S in alien
societies. Rohinton Mistry, one of the preeminent writers of diaspora, i a
Zorodantriait Parst wrhote ancestors were exiled by #he Inlamic conguest af fran
putiing bim avd bis kind in diaspora in the Indian continent, Like ather Parsi
writers, Mistrys works are guided by this experience of double displacement, As a
Parsi, Mistry finds bimself at the Margins of Indian society, and hence kis wrirings
focus on the Bombay Parsis whe bave over the cenruries perfecied the difficult are

of being both global and focal at once. The contribution of writers of fiction like

Mistry opens a window on Dariis in India for their Canadian and other western
readers, His ficiion tells ws more about the Parsi community in Bombay than a
ook of seciology pessibly could.

Keywords: Mirtry, Zoreasirian Darsi, dicspora, cwltnre communiny.

Rohinton Mistry, a contemporary Parsi writer, is indisputably one of the
most important commonwealth writers. Born in Mumbai, India, Rohinton Misory
immigrated to Canada in 1973, after obuining an undergraduate degres in
Mathemartics and Economics from St Xavier's College, Mumbai, in 1973, His
novels include Such o Long fowrney, A Fine Balance, and Family Ma rrers. The
|.1.:.-|'.Lcr]|:-::-p of his books is the Parsi com murity in Mumbai, It will be .a.prlmpri.;l:t
I Gute Hudson here;

Every great writer, it has been well said, brings one absolutely new thing into
the world — himself; and it is just because he purs thiz ane new :hinﬁ into whart he
writes that his work bears its own special hallmark, and has something abour it
which makes it unlike the work done by anyone elee. (Hudson 1991: 1-2)
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Rohinton Mistry is a writer of the Indian Diaspora which has come into
being for political and economic motives. Diasporic existence forces loneliness
and a sense of exile on the individual often leading ro a severe identity crisis. His
books, chus far, portray diverse facets of Indian as well as Parsi Zoroastrian life,
customs, and religion. Mistry is also a Zoroastrian Parsi whose ancestors were
exiled by the Isdamic conquest of Iran putting him and his kind in diaspora in the
Indian continent. During Indias colonized period, the Parsis were particular
favourites of the Brirish rulers. After the partition of India in 1947, some Parsis
found themselves facing “the line of discontent™ berween the two regions. This
situation provoked many departures to England and to America; marking the
western diaspora of the Parsis. Like other Parsi writers, Mistry's works are guided
by this experience of double displacement. As a Parsi, Mistry finds himselt at the
Margins of Indian society, and hence his writing challenges and resists absorption
by the Hindu culture of India.

Living in diaspora means living in forced or voluntary exile and living in
exile usually leads 1o severe identity confusion and problems of identification
with and alienation from the old and new cultures and homelands, Therefore, we
find most diasporic writings suffused with identitarian consciousness and the
continuing problems of living in alien societies. The diasporic person is at home
neither in the West nor in India and is thus ‘unhomed’ in the most essenrial sense
of the term. However, as Homi Bhabha has pointed out in The Locarion af Culrre,
'to be unhomed is not to be homeless' (Bhaba 1994:46). When the realization of
being unhomed first strikes one, the world shrinks and then it expands enormously.
The unhomely moment relates the traumaric ambivalence of a personal, psychic
history o the wider disjuncrions of polirical existence.

The reality is that the immigrants experience a sense of uprootedness and
unbelonging in the foreign countries. Inspite of the attempts of the immigrants
of acculturation, they do remain ar the periphery and are treated as ‘others’. The
lirerarure, product of such sensibility, foregrounds the life and experiences of this
Trishznku community belonging 1o nowhere. This kind of literarure presents the
yearnings, anxicties, confusion and aspirations of diasporic people. Inspite of the
yearnings, anxieties and aspirations, not all the diasparic men are inclined 1o
return home, bur at the same time cultare, customs, tradition, religions, and
languages of their native lands remain and even become dearer to them. The
writers, themselves, experiencing diasporic, are portraying different aspects of
sensibilities and mnmms,ﬂﬂu.uu;h'rhﬁ:vu}rﬂs per their generations; perceptions,
artitudes and specific identities but the dominant facters are displacement,
rootlesness, discrimination, marginalisation, identification, inter and cros-
cultural conflicts faced by diaspora,

In the article, “Contem i ic Discourse”(Singh 2005:), Die. Manjit

Inder Singh has contributed detailed information abour the complex situarion of
dizspora, He opines thar, a new feature in diasporic imagination and human
space is to find a new conversion to engage in an intellecrual energy and o find a
new territery or allegiance w replace a lost one and which wnl.drﬁ}r

difference and contradiction.
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gusimilate and belong to their present place of abode. It is a fact to remember char
af 5Ome F"l:li.l.'l.[ ﬂf[:imt [E'l.lf' diakipl:llu CEdscs o |.1r: F diui[mu: 1t I:-n.-nsnr\. part |:_|-|-1|'|r.
nEw AACIGH. ']i!'..]lii[i.l'l:lhil.l l.'-.'.:l}'i r.r.|- h-:l-m:'l.ging m:k_:.r |.1-e: ]_::'n':.i\'q:-,:l as I‘.‘I nEI.IﬂE_:. |-|'.'-|;-:. I}lc
and shared concerns, But that does not take care of the past which happens to be
Sifferent in many ways and cannot be altered. Thus it needs o find a place in the
new community, to be absorbed and be accepred tor itselt, Another aspect which
deserves attention is the relationship of the individual to a community and the
manner in which communities cohere through social rituals and practices,
Communities often struggle to maintain an identity of their own ethnic pracrices
and rites related to birth and budal. This aspect gets heightened in a diasponic
COMIMUNItY a5 it struggles to retain its distinctive features.

Rohinton Mistry's texts focus on the Bombay Parsis who have over the
centurics perfected the difficulr art of being boch global and local at once, The
contribution of writers of fiction like Mistry opens a window on Parsis in India
for their Canadian and other western readers. His account of the Bombay Parsi
community and its travails s the favournte subject of Mistry’s Canadian-Indian
fiction in English on which he concenrrates in all the three fictional works of his.
His fiction tells us more abour the Parsi community in Bombay than a book of
sociology possibly could. Mistry is able to project the emorional life and personal
.-:I.:l:jnn::hi]:us. of the Parsiz as a valuable part of the wider human EXpEriEnce at the
internarional level by wriring abour these things from acroas the worlde. Jaydipsinh
ﬂ'.:‘:-d:i:r'.] ohserves: “The Parsi writers are also sensitive o the varous anxicties fele
b'l. rh:'u: mmmunil:.-'. R.L'rhinn'-n i"-.'1i'i1|:‘1..- |!|av|~: I:I.I::III.I1:I:I'=-|I:JH_'.|.'| l|1i's 15 rl.':-E"\-c"-ndi:ng (8]
‘.:’H’ ﬂii[iﬂg [Ell!'t..:ul! L] I!I'!-L‘ [Farsi |-‘.'|J:|!|i|_:," ;ill'd |,'-|_1||:'|r'r'||,:|:||':|:}', a:l!u;l .HI'\-::I [14] Ilht' cant ry.
He pl:mt:nl.‘i ]’!L"p cnmmuni!}' I|"|r|:r|:|g|.’|. I!J:ll: d'igmr:nt fia rrali\'n_-,:. -:_:f ]'Ii:-':h aAracters u.-hn_'l
::‘l".'.lri;'l.hl}" If'h!:ll:ll"h-‘\. their COncErn Fovr I!ll.qi:' q‘:lmmu:nil;]." a:m;]. 1|'|{' chang{s '|;|'|al; a_H':-;[
cheir comm uji[r}'.ul_]-.l'-:}di}u | SFa ';]3}

Mistry is very proud of his oldest religion and he says that all the other
religions are influenced by his own, We could find many similar riruals in other
religions like the Parsis praying to their God facing east like the Muslims, cheir
tving of K resembles the peena! of Hindu Brahmins, the tying and untying of
this during Knerd prayers resemble the sondfpanendona prayers of the Hindus and
praying five rimes a day reminds us of the Muslims, Bur according to Mistry, the
ather religions have taken few rituals from the age old Zoroastrianism. He goes
on arguing thar his religion is the oldest. He compares Christ with the Zarathustra
in the following lines. “. . .our prophet Zarathustra lived more than fifteen hundred
vears before your Son of God was even bomn; a thousand years before the Buddha:
rwo hundred WEirs before Moses. And do yvou know how much Zorosstrianism
influenced Judaism, Christianity, and Islam?"(Miscry 1991: 28) Most religious
hisrorians also believe thar the Jewish, Christian and Muslim beliels concerning
God and Satan, the soul, heaven and hell, the virgin birth of the savior, slaughrer
of the innocents, resurrection, the final judgment, erc. were all derived from
Zoroastrianism.

Parsis prefer only fir skinned. According to them, only the low caste ghori
are dark skinned. [n A Fine Bafance Nusswans wife Ruby is dismissed |:|:|.l her
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hushand's grandfather just because she is lirde dark in colour. This is reiterated in
the Tales from Firozsha Baag thus: ", Parsis like light skin, and when Parsi baby
iz born thart is the first and most imporeant thing. IFir is fair chey say, O how nice
light skin juse like parents. But if it is dark skin they say, arre nihar &5 this apais no
elibadero, ayah ohild [Mistry 1987: 46)

Each communiry has its own rituals especially during the times of birth,
marriage, and death. Other Parsi writers like Bapsi Sidhwa and Boman Desai
give elaborare descriprion of Parsi marriage ceremonies in their works bur Mistry
does not give a detailed description of the Parsi wedding rituals in his works.
Though few weddings are portrayed like Mariman's marriage with Jasmine
Conrractor in Famify Matters and Dina Dalal’s marriage in A Fine Balince, Mistry
does not elaborate on them.

Zoroastrianism, rather the Parsis who practice it, is against Inter-caste
marriages. Purity, in facy, is central to the Parsi ethos, Parsis believe in keeping
their race pure, and frown on intermarriage. Orthodox Parsis believe in
excommunicating Parsis who marry outside of the clan, Family Marters chars
the effects of religious bigotry and rigid raditionalism as they work their insidious
way through generations of a family. In the prime of his life Nariman Vakeel was
compelled by his parents and their orthodox Parsi circle 1o give up the woman he
loved, a non-Parsi Goan, and marry the more appropriare Yasmin, a widow with
two children. In the same novel the highly religious Yezad is suspicious about his
son’s love towards a non-Pars girl he goes wild and he rries vanious dialogues o
make his son fall in line with him. “...the League had discussed the 1818 case of
a Parsi bigamist — married a non Parsi. “For his crime he was excommunicated by
the Panchayar,” said Daddy, raising hiz hand o signify the graviry of the
punishment.” (Mistry 2003: 466)

Mistry plays a double rale. Though he wanis wo pratect the dying religion of
his, he is always against the arthodox Parsis and he gives a subtle remark against
their purity business through Murad in Family Matrers: “He says thar perhaps
the League of Orthodox Parsis could invent a Purity Detector, along the lines of
the airport metal detector, which would go beep-beep-beep when an impure person
walked through. ..1 think bigotry is certainly to be laughed ar.™ (Mistry 2003:486)

Whereas Intermarriages are not tolerated by them, Widow Femarriages are
permissible in the Parsi society like that of Nariman Vikeel in Rowily Marters
marrying Yasmin Contractor, the widowed lady with two children, and the offer
for Dina Dalal, the young widow in A Fine Balonce for a second marriage which
she evenrually turns down. Her brother tries to convinge her thus: “Do you know
how fortunate you are in our community? Among the unenlightened, widows
are thrown away like garbage, If you were a Hindu, in the old days you would
have had ro be a good lictle sati and leap onto your hushand’s funeral pyre, be
roasted with him." (Mistry 1996:52)

Parsis are great lovers of good food. “Someone chuckled loudly thar where
Parsis were concerned, food was number one, conversation came second,” (Mistry
1996: 38) The Parsic consume a variety of non-vegetarian food, inclueding the
[ndian Hindu's sacred Cow. “Lucky for us chat we are minorities in a nation of
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Hindus. Let them ear their pulses and grams and beans, spiced with their stingy
ssafetida- whart they call hing, Let them fart their lives away...we will get our
protein from their sacred cow.” (Mistry 1991: 27)

Parsis are known for their family affection. Every Passi family is cdlose knit
sven when there are sufferings, which normally humans cannot withstand. Parsi
Pevche permits acceprance of sacrifice in the name of family bond, a reference
which the following incidents are quoted. From the vantage point Roxana in
Fawelly Marters was able to watch the scene: "...nine year-old happily feeding
seventy-nine. .. She felt she was witnessing something almost sacred, and her eyes
sefused 1o relinguish the precious momenr, for she knew instinceively thar i
would become a memory to cherish, to recall in difficulr times when she needed
Rrengr h.* {Misery 2003:113)

Mistry portrays the Parsi women to be docile beings, real homemakers and
sacrificing mothers. Dilnavaz, Gustad MNoble’s wife in Sweh 2 Long Jeurncy is
portrayed in the novel as busily cooking or filling warter. As a responsible maother,
she could even conspire with Miss Kurpiria, the spinster in the neighbourhood in
crzating spells for her family’s well-being. She is so concerned for her hushand
and children that she succumbs 1o Mg, Kutpitia's fod-mantir and does everything
with limes, chillies and even with lizard's tails, In Family Marters, Rocana is 2
rypical Parsi woman with a rypical Indian spirit. She loves her family and devotes
mer entire self to cater o their needs. Almost all the women characrers portrayed
= the novels of Rohinton Mistry are home lovers and are not earning members
sxcept for Dina Dalal in A Fine Balance. She moves from a protecred girlhood
ender her father to the harsh reality of reductive femaleness under the protection
of her brother.

Mistry is anxious about the Parsi youth of woday. His works also highlights
Parsi idicsyncrasies and bloody-mindedness. Among Indians, Parsis have a not
endeserved reputation for eccentricity and even testiness He uses DreFitter in
Family Marters o mouth his opinion: "Parsi men of roday were useless, dithering
idioes, the race had deteriorated. When you think of our forefathers, the
industrialists and shipbuilders who established the foundation of modern India,
the philanthropists who gave us our hospirals and schools and libraries and bags,
what luster they brought w0 our community and the nation”. (Mistry 2003:51)

Mistry also draws the reader’s attention to several men and women of Parsi
community remaining unmarried or single even at an advanced age. Many men
and women remain thus like Jal, Coomy, Daisy in Faemify Matters, Ms. Kurpiria,
Mz Villie in Sucd a Long fourncy, "Mistry makes possible the introduction into
the text of hundreds of ageing Parsi single women like Villie, who eke ourt their
lives, locking after ageing parents and ar times spice them with harmless lirle
Hirtarions with men and gambling risks.” (Bharucha 2003:183) Mistry is more
concerned abour this fact because remaining unmarried would further coneribure
to the decline in Parsi population,

With dwindling figures looming large and the latest census purring their
number merely ar a few thousands, Parsis have set up a fertility clinic to preserve
— and hopefully expand — their communiry. The clinic in Mumbai Central is
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the brainchild of the Bombay Parsi Panchayat, a body officially inaugurated roday.
It is an atwempt 1o raise awareness among Parsis, especially young n:nuFlﬂ. abour
the availability and necessity of Fertility trearment. The seriousness of this problem
is highlighted in Mistry's Family Marrers _

Every religion in the world gloars over its way of disposal of the dctlcasfd
the way they like and practice. The Christians and the Muslims wake pride in
burying the dead and the Christians remember the dead on 2 November every
year considered as All Soul's Day. The Hindus prefer cremation. The Parsis neither
bury nor cremate. They have a peculiar system of submiting the dead 1o the
mercy of the elements by which long-necked, hairless vultures consume the flesh
of the dead in an isolared spot called “The Tower of Silence’. The n:mzunmﬁ
baones are being disposed of. This habit of the Parsis is peculiar to them an
cannot be found in any other race. “The Parsi system of disposal of dead bodies
is unique... They are exposed to sun's rays and are offered to birds on the same
platform so that a king’s corpse may lie side by side with that of a pauper. All are
equal and no monument is erected to tell the glory of the grear as no costly
funerals or coffins distinguish the rich and the poor”. (Kumar 2002:26)

Mistry expends several pages over Parsi death rites in his novels. Dinshawiji's
and Major Billimoria's death rires performed in the "The Tower of Silence’ as
portrayed in Such @ Long Jowrney is an example: “The mourners could see no
mare. But they knew whar would happen inside: the nasalers would place the
body on a pars, on the outermost of three concentrie stone circles. Then, without
rouching Dinshawii’s flesh, using their special hooked rods they would tear off
the white clath. Every stitch, rill he was exposed to the crearures of the air, naked
as the day he had entered the world.” (Mistry1991:301) .

Mistry also gives some of his findings of the Parsi society like he says thar
Parkinsonism and Osteoporosis are prevalent diseases in the sociery. . There is
some evidence, too, that they have particularly high incidences of mental illness
and haemophilia, both perhaps exacerbated by their defensiveness as a community
and some degree of inbreeding. He uses Kersi in his short story to voice out his
views. “Thar's what osteoporosis does, hollows out the bones and wrns effect
into cause, It has an unusually high incidence in the Parsi communiry, he said,
bur did not say why. Just one of those mysterious things, We are the chosen
people where osteoporasis is concerned”. (Mistry 1987: 230) Iy

Mistry along with some of the other Parsi diasporic writers like Bapsi Sidhwa,
Farakh Dhondy, Firdaus Kanga, Dina Mehta and Boman Desai has succeeded in
making the minority Parsi community visible to the mainstream culture of India
and to the world, As Bharucha notes in the book Indian English Fiction 1980-
1990: An Assessment; * These texts as such are making a last grand stand’, asserting
the glorious Persian part, the Indian connection and finally the more recent westermn
experience. This discourse alto deals with the increasing tensions berween the
Parsi minority and the dominant section of Indian societry.” (Bharucha 1994:43)

Mistry's works provide authentic and scholardy insights into the Zoroastrian
faith and some of its tenets. Further, itattemprs to explore the distinctive character
of the Parsi men of the current era in India. Rohinton Mistry entertains while he
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exposes the frailties of his characters with his gentle humour. It reveals thar this
minoriry community has to cope with hegemonic forces, identity crises and the
seruggle to create its own space. It is hard 10 accept the face that the age-old Parsi
community is facing its extincrion. All the concerns of the community— declining
population, brain-drain, lave marriages, inter-faith marriages, funeral rites, artitude
w0 the girl-child, urbantzation, alienation, modernist vs. craditionalist artitude o
seligion and the existence or non-cxistence of ethnic anxieties, marginalization of
the Parsis in the recent FCars, dilution of values, isolaton in the utban scenario

and the influence of massive commercialization —are aptly delineated in the
works of the Rohinton Mistry,
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IDENTITY, DIFFERENCE AND RESISTANCE
TO MEANING: LOCATING WOMEN IN THE
PLAYS OF GIRISH KARNAD

{H.I'.r:l' M Sr:r i

ABSTRACT. Lowded v they are with concerns of comtemparary impart the plays of
Criwinhy Barmad articuleee an absorbing discowrse on itvues periaining to posirions that
purpare to challenge hegemaonie structures of identities, difference and belonging,
especially in the eontext of portcaloniaf weieties. fn it pervistent engagencent with the
l|!'l|:2'.|':l.l'r:s ﬂ‘i‘-;r-.f"ul:' _I,l.'ll.i-n:':".l i .|'||I d"u:.l.'.l"'.l._.'.'r.ne Kty r.l.?r.l" i RTINS J.u'Ill:l I.".'e 'ﬂF-"r:‘.l z
im its svied exprescions af nice, gender, Jr"-.Jr.. rr_;- aor eitlmicity and bighlights the need
£ FHy u'-nl".' .".l"n Gl "u'r_p u--f‘-" I r-l'u ."'.. 'l'..'-u LR '.l.- f_,l'-ﬁr J'.-u' |..-l:.-' d_-,lrd':-:. f "".;'".EF"’ .|'.II
N .‘.'.-Jj'lu.l!'-.-:' o aiy ;rl,!'l!.l'r_g d'_lﬂir:-'.r:'u.:' oL n_il'.r....l_r}' :rj.:g.--..lr aiE !-"M-r i ﬁ".-.:' _||!-n. .."u'_.:'r'd'
corridars. A nl.-.-'l".rum']-:. psRien, de psrker: o ﬂl:lﬁt'lq..lm.n." Corse fo e '-'d_,l'?_ll' & I-.lr'lf:-ﬁ-,r.l'..l?t
apuice i il .:g.l".l'm tiorks artesting thereby bis pstens participation in the ongoing
AlicEnree .::_-,l"gr.unrr. The present papen, therefore, & an attempe ar reading the three
;-.'h;,.u: of Karnad, vis, Hu_}-.n'm.r&-nm, ﬁm_g.u'rmnu"m'd and The Fire and the Rain with
a view to lovaring che wonen in thee plays in the course of their transformarion from
obfeces of alijection and blatant subiugerion to mubjece identities of urambiznons
reckening

Keywords: identity difference, resisance, Imeining, facatian, women, Jparteiarcim,
begemmony, warginalized, postcolanialinn

There is no gainsaying the fact that the plays of Girish Karnad are almost
invariably informed by an intriguing medley of dramatic concerns where
folklore, myth, gender, caste, race and ritvals all coalesce to construce an
acsthetic experience within che scaffold of a rypical postcolonial concentration,
For even when he scems to lean on such apparently trite and quotidian marrers
of exploratory concern he is prudent enough to wheedle out from within
their fold issues both intellectually contenrious and pertinencly COntemporary.
Consequently, be it Yayari, Tughlaq or Tele-danda; Hayeradona, Nogamandala
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or The Fire and the Rain Karnad peregrinates from ancient lore to history ro
wradition and ceremony to culture and politics to eventually churn out such
marerial as n:n..-:rn,mr:l:l-llr constituting the postcolonial condition. Alchough
the extent of postcolonial discourse is limitlessly wast and resists any attempt
at imposing categorical boundaries, a thread of homogeneity nevertheless is
unmistakably discernible in che presentation of issues and perspectives, For
instance, language, politics, power, knowledge, culture, race, ritual, casee,
sexuality and gender — all combine to create the postcolonial encounter. It is
in face the business of this encounter vo resist all forms of oppressive structures,
oot ::cu.'r-.xui]}' pertaining te colonialism but to colonizing postures and
practices of all kinds. It resists, in other words, any system of domination by
any pawer whatsoever. This, of course, is not to say thar all pv:-stwh'.lnl:l
discourse is identical and thar there are no divergences in the wreatment of ies
nature and content. For nothing can be more heterogencous than the
representation of the postcolonial for the simple reason that postcolonialism
has never been a coherently structured caregory of any distinct descriprion.
In fact, it is in the underpinning of differences thar it finds its sovercign
essence, Differences among peoples and culrures, the local and che particular,
as against the colonial practice of seeing large categories come most
emphatically to inform this critical engagement. As Gilbert and Tompkins
argue: * Itis the particular artention ro ‘difference’ thar marks posteolonialism’s
agency.” {Gilbert and Tompkins, 4 }' And as Alan Lawson and Chris Tiffin
succinctly state:

‘Difference, which in colonialist discourse connotes a remove from normative
.EJ'H-::'_F.-’-..‘-'.I_II-"".n'I"r-e". P .il.e-'r.ll';-__ﬁrl.'r.'.-],:-u i mrarker ﬂfjri-!l?ﬂ.".".'l.'-.ll.r.l'l.ﬂ.lr. r:r."ulrr_lp-..n:r-
colomial analysis the correipondent marker for identity, voice and hence
R POTICT AL difference demands deference and self-location... not alf
drfferences are e same, {1bia)

It is the purpose of this paper now to read the three plays of Karnad, viz,
Haypavadana, Nagamandalaz and The Fire and the Rain with a view to addressing
the issues of identity and difference within the context of the terms specified.
Also included in the attempt is a focus on the area of meaning and resistance as
p-':-sllrd 1'-]-' the subject :u:l:mlr}' For the meaning ascribed to such identity by
hegemonic tropes of Oppressive centuries appears in these dramatic constructs
1o be ironically altered into a triumphant subversion,

Although deciphering homogenous denominators for the sake of
argumentative sway is far from our purpose here, one cannor, however, help being
struck by the profusion of binaries in these texts like male/female, upper caste!
lower caste, privileged/marginalized , innocence/guilt, lite/death erc that vends to
convey the sense almost t:n?: symbiotic partern. The primary issues within the
purview of which such binaries flourish may be widely at variance, yer the
commanalities available accentuare the imporrance being artached 1o communircy
structures and human relationships both in the mareer of idenrity formarion and
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consequent power play. Playalakshmi's observation with reference to rwo of the
women characters in The Fire and the Rain:

The social and cultural consexts determine their action and invice the specrators
to re-orient and revise inherited opinions about them. fn this, they offer fmmense
scope for analyzing complexities and contradictions that arire in threir
relarionsdip wich life and society wrosnd chem, since belonging to tuwe apposing
social groups oF caster, they represent @ resistance 0 @ colierent nroaning

(Mukberfee, 2545

in fact, appears to apply to all the plays under consideration in varying degrees.
For the contexmual paramerers c-fpmi:i:q.r and culture come to influence the
construction of subject identities and the concurrent meaning they assume not
only in the text specified by Jayalakshmi, but such contexts indeed serve to
influence the action of the texts taken up for discussion vis-i-vis the issues
envisaged. This is because Karnad seems o be primarily engaged here in these
plays with the task of locating a human society torn between the 'double bind', ro
borrow a phrase from Gayacri Spivak, of the brand of hegemony being perpetrared
by the non- western local neo-colonial patriarchs and the imperial legacy they
thermselves seem o valorize. As A_Jaganmohana Chari argues:

oo the fuclion ng'n.'nrjf Bait been r;'n'f::g nader thve coloniald Brorflen .:-fr.i.-.f‘p;m. T iy
L'pmpau:uﬂ'-!'gﬁfu .e:ll_'ﬁ'fﬂ qll'"h"re alien rrile g phe Bppreiiine eiinog L-_IE I:lI-f'rﬁ'l.lm
the varnashroma dharma. Whar appears to be at work in consequence in the
Jpreséint dr..'_;r Tnefian cnlture and Krenaiure MY SITRE ihe nwls o ﬁqﬁmmi.ufc
structures s an imperialiom af the ruling class ideas both of the west and ancient
India. (Dediya, "Hayavadana and Nagamandala: A Sudy in Postcolonial
Diglectics”, 231)4

The plays under discussion engage the cause of the marginalized underfining
thereby the fact thar the posteolanial aperates from below locaring itself through
the lives and conditions af thoze Ll.nr.l-:n;l;.u-::., ﬂ'lnﬂ' peren n]al]]." np];[:v.cd, for
instance, under the gridison of gender, race or ethnicity. Understandably, therefore,
one of the central preoccupations of these plays is to address and siruare the
women a5 different from established social, cultural or institutional perceptions.
Be it Padmini, Rani, Mictdai or even Vishaka; each one of them is represented
with arrributes that eventually succeed in resisting the accepred notions of propriety
and decorum in a gender oppressed sociery.

It is orue, of course thar these women — like any average member of the
group — too are presented in the beginning, in these exts, as nothing better than
mere objects of repression or ar their best as the somniferous other implied in the
definition “Tora mulier in urere’ (Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 1949,
translated by H M Parshley, Penguin 1972}, This applies almost invariably to all
the women thar come to figure here regardless of their sodial standing in terms of
class or caste. Yer, Karnad seems to see a point of advantage in presenting them
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thus in thar they provide the substratum  for him to build up the edifice of
sifference as they grow and stand up for change in body and mind in course of
the narrative. For dressed in such a garb they serve 1o berray a sense of
mcompleteness, the awareness of which in their individual capacities leads to an
swakening thar marks them as different. As the narrative unfolds in progressive
measures, cach one of them indeed stands our as a porential instrument of change.
In other words, it is in these women — oppressed, disregarded and raken for
granted as they are in their initial servings — that Karnad locares the subject identities
so resistance through a representation of their journey from innocence o

Experience.

To begin with Hayaradana concerns itself with the ransformation of the
woman as a vicim of patriarchal hegemony condemned to live within the
sppressive culoural fetters of marriage and chastity o eventually reaffirm her
S=minine identity within and despite the constraints of hegemonic patriarchal
seructures. Karnad who sees nothing wrong in married women engaging in extra

rearital affairs stares In an Enterview:

[ wsed to knowe & married woman once who poritively blosowmed after she had an
extra-  marital affair. ffwomanbood finds fulfilment in love that happens to be
entride mutrriage. twhy showld that be considered wrong? Radbay love for Krishua
whiE g, F;th.'.-ﬂ'i":.l_,l':'e',{'i__.'

Consequently, Padmini coming from a kind of rraditional background where
ar the cost of self-respect and much to her silene chagrin she is accustomed 1o
muching everyones feet in the family with no one ever reciprocating , “Do you
know that I have rouched everybody's feet in this family but none of them has
ever touched my feer. .. .2" (Hapnudima) she does a veritable somersault by not
only reaffirming her femininity bur also by responding to amaral erotic instincrs
with regard 1o the other man in her life disregarding the socieral bonds of conjugal
fidelity. Over and over again, we come across instances where Padmini is doomed
o bewail her predicament ax an object of social subjugarion. For instance, on
stumbling cver the headless bodies of the rwo men in the temple of Kali, she cries
out in despair;

“Hone? Aned wive shall  say when I gee there? Whae shall I sty bappened? And
weho ll believe me? Theyll all say the two fought and died for this whore. Theyre
Bosined ro faty £t Tihen ol -rjn.:."ll.'.'-:'rj o mre? T 140)

The apprefensions so ventilaped |:r]. Padmini unl}' underscore the miserable
plight of the woman in the raditional Indian society where she is destined w
endure the anslaught of abusive hatred and Ignominy from those ar the helm of
affairs for anything going awry, while the men are exonerated from any kind of
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culpability. Padmini, however, ¢ triumphant the moment she transforms
herself from the desired object to the desiring subject showing thereby her resistance
to the age old dictares of tradition and society and subverting the meaning of
womanhood itself. Defying the characreristic inn common to her kind in
giving vent to any kind of extra-marital desire, she articulates her passionare longing
tor Kapila in an aside:

And whar an ethereal shape! Such a broad back: like an ocean with muscles
rippling across it—and then thae small, feminine waive which looks ro
helpless, (134)

Padrmini'’s awareness of her incom and her subsequent transformation
in the process corresponds with thar of Hayavadana. Juse as Hayavadana's
completencss does not come o pass till his laughter ends in a neigh through the
intervention of Ganesha — “Unfathomable indeed is the mercy of the elephanc—
headed Ganesha, He fulfils the desires of all—a grandson to a grandfather, a smile
ter a child, a neigh to a horse,” (186} — Padmini too finds her completeness in the
accomplishment of her sexual gradficarion following her deliberate mix up when
shie fixes the detached heads to the wrong bodies, obviously of course with divine
sanction. “Eagerly “we are wld " Radimind artaches the severedd beads to the bodier af the
mien, But in ber excitement she mixes them wp so that Devadiras bead goes 1o Kapilsy
body and vice verse” (142). And Kali, the Mother Goddess exclaims: “My dear
daughter, there should be a limir even to honesty. Anyway, so be it!"(142]) Kapila is
indeed right when our of sheer exasperarion, he exclaims: *1 know whar you wanr,
Padmini. Devadara’s clever head and Kapilds strong body..." (148). And as time
flies the strong body™ is all thar she desperately longs for. This is cormoborated by
the fact that she runs ro Kapilas head and Dievadatea’s body when with the
of time Kapila’s bady arta to Dievadarea'’s turns soft and delicate again m
own original body, while on the other hand, Devadarta’s ariginal body itself which
is artached to Kapila's head, becomes much stranger and muscular. No wonder
then that in an inamate moment of amorous indulgence, resting her head in Kapila's
chest, Padmini mutters romantically:

My Kapila! My poor, poar Rapila! Hove reedlenly you've tortured younedlf (171)
Her resolve to speak her desire by liberating herself from the oppressive manades
of hegemonic cryprograms also finds an echo in the song of the Female Chorus:

Wiy should love siick to the sap af a single body? When the stem is drunk with
a thick yearning of the many-petalled, many-flowered lantana, why should it be
sied down o the relation of & single flower?

A bead for each brease. A pupil for each eye. A side for cach arm. T have neither
regres nar shame. The blood pours inte the aarth and a song branches ont to the
sky (177-78)
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While the physical rransformarion of the rransposed bodies as witnessed
above vindicates, in tune with the dialectics of narure, a3 Charn observes, thae i
is “being” thar “determines consciousness, and not the other way round...”
what one notices in the artitudinal subversion in Padmini is an empharic
sesistance to coherent meaning as encoded in the concept of difference as a
gendered idenrity.

5|m|_|:1r|].'., ]"f.arn,ad 5 "'-..,3'..*.!' i .-1rr. @ T, ¢ngqg;u.:.:|ne'|f“|r|.1. the n:pl:-:-.enl:ﬂmn.s

of identity, difference and meaning in much the same way as Haparadina, This

sime, the play centers round the predicament of Rani, whe, wa, ]:F:v.' Padmini
andergoes a momentous transformation from an object of subjugation and betrayal
w0 a subject i-ﬂtl‘l'[il.’}' of ungualified power. Although the serting of the play is far
from modern the issues and concerns in regard o human :c’]atmnsh:ps. especially
in the contexr of marrage, fideliny, desire and fulfillment it draws upon, situaces
i typically within the rajecrory of postoolonial dialecrics.

Rani, ‘Queen of the whole wide world' 1o her parents, being their only
daughrer is married to a young and rich man who rakes her to his village afrer she
artains her womanhood. Bur this cynosure of her parents discovers to her horrific
dismay the entire world turn topsy-rurvy as the cruel contempr with which she is
Fﬂ“‘d h}' her hudband an the Wery firse instance of her arrival in the new home
f=aves her 1.|.'l|!|:|p|c[|ﬂ:|.' IlI.I1!|P|1.1'\-'-L'I'j. ]hml}r has the u-::-u]:ul-: set their feet on the house
after a tedious journey when Appanna declares, “Well, then, I'll be back tomorrow
a3t Moo, Kn:p my lunch r..".al:l}.". 1 shall =t and gu". [ Rani looks ar fim .quu',.l"ﬁf.-'.rr.l"
He pays no attention te ber, goes out, thuts the door, locks it from ouride and goer
seoay She runis to the daor, pusher i, finds it locked, peers out of the barved window,
He i gone, 254). When he comes home the nexe day for lunch and Rani tries to
speak of her fear and unease, he is simply not intercsted in anything she has w
say. On the contrary, he tells her brusquely: ‘Look, I don’t like idle chatter. Do as
voul are told, you understand? (Finicher bis meal, gets up.) 'll be back tomorrow
for lunch.” (254-55)

Days roll by, But Rani's tale of woe and misery continues unabared as
Appanna continues with his lecherous visits to his concubine leaving his legitimare
wife 1o a world of wrerched abjection. In the process, not only is she denied the
rghts of womanhood and marital bliss but she becomes a veritable marcyr of
suthless parriarchal tyranny with the husband not so much as even prepared w
acknowledge her subjective identity. In fact, instances of ormure on the body, a
wvpical code of postcolonial theatre for communicating to an audience, the
mechanism of domination and conrrol abound in chis play vo mark the gruesome
tale of Rani’s subjugation. In one such instance, ironically, the moment when she
seturns after pouring the curry that would have, according 1o the blind woman
Kurudavva, earned her the love she was desperately craving for and made him her
slave, into the ant-hill out of a sincere concern for him, Appanna slaps her so
fard that she ‘collapses to the floor’.
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With the entry of Naga into her life things begin to change. Yer the new
senes of fulfilment thar comes to render 2 semblance nF]:lurpmt and meaning to
her life, too, is shrouded in mystery and is not totally devoid of parriarchal
domination, The sexual initiation irself is a traumaric experience for her:

I dicdn’s Enpie you e suich a bad w1 phonld bave kinown the moment you
j'.t.in.mr J:r_rl:l.l'!' .i_.l\.|'.~.l'n-_pu.|".-:|r u-p-#s.ﬁt:mé} .|".|".|1'.:!I .Ir.l'm::lre".'l, .|Il m'-m'.-:’ 5.-.[: ¢ NEET d'g?'ﬁ'rlr
to marry you, What will farher and Mother say if they come ro kuow? (275)

True, she starts enjoying the liberaring effects of sex with the passage of time
through the manipularive efforts of Naga bur she is also conditioned into accepting
the silencing act she is subjected to both by Appanna and Naga because of the
fear of losing the little succor and relief she has been able to find in the communion
with Maga, her illusory hushand, unaware of the truth relating o his identiry.
But the sense of pain experienced is obvious in the grudging acceprance of her
predicament:

No I won't The pig, the whale, the eagle =none of them asks wly. Se [ went
either. Bue they ask for i again, So, I can too. Can [? (2706)

Again, when she is asked by MNaga to keep her pregnancy a secret as long as
possible and ro do as she is wld, she retores:

Yes, sl Diont avk quiestions. Do as I eell you. ... No, T won't ask questions, [
ilbeali el vechre you tell e, Scowrls im the diy. Embnices ar night, The snarl in the
mrarning unrelated to the cavess ar night. But diay or night, one morto does ot
chrnge. Doatt ask aquertions. Do ae I rell yow.  (283)
Cir,

Wiy are you bumiliating me Fike this? Why ave you stripping wie naked in
[fronr of the udhole village? Wiy don't you kil me instead? [ wonld bave billed
meyself. But theres not even a rope in this bosse for me to wie. (285)

Rani’s situation here can be said o be idendcal with Padmini's. Just as
Padmini fails 1o have her desire fulfilled unril the moment of supernarural
intervention, so also Rani is incapable of finding her unbridled way to freedom
and happiness till the snake ordeal she goes through —following Naga's suggestion
— in the presence of the village elders, elevares her to the starus of a goddess
thereby giving her the satisfaction of being recognized as a subject identity 1o the
extent that one of the elders cries our:

Elder Il: She is mor @ woman, She i a Divine Being, (292)

"Divine Being” or not; ar least Appanna falls ar her feer and asks for
forgiveness even when he knows for sure that the child Rani is abour o deliver
is mot his. Yer his own sins, by his selt avowal, have been so hideous thar they
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zurn on him now with such vengeful reversal that he is damned into leading
the life of 2 defenseless cuckold persecuted by insufferable ignominy and silent
anguish:

Whar ans [ to da? It the wwhole world againse me? Have T sinned s mrucl thar
even WNature thouwld Lengh at me? T know I haven's slepr with my wife. Ler the
wrorld say whvar it fker. Let gy mivacle decliore ber a goddess. Bue [ keviaree! W e
SRS @R P .r.u.a-é:' d-_,lrm_}' 'Il'.."} I.{'n'l'.'f H-'l::'H.ll:l uar-"-."':g.’ ."'E_‘f.fjl'__.l

His surrender is complete when in a symbolic gesture of submission he
throws away the oppressive lock on the door to signal the end of his ryrannous
rule and falls headlong at Rani's feer declaring;

Forgive me. Fam a sinner. was blind. (ibid)

The awful predicament of Appanna, then, is not enly an assertion of the
nemesis that his own impudent actions have brought upen him but the point
being reinforced here is that the metaphors of empowerment, at wharever level,
are bound eventually to give in to the forces of resistance at any given moment
of time subsumed under the cunning corridors of history,

Rani, on the other hand, is totally ignorant of the fact that the sense of
freedom and contentment that happens to come her way is based on a blatant
eravesty of nupdal fidelity. And when she declares:

Funara :r.r|.:||:'l.'4-af. J:g’ﬂﬂ.l;.rhlﬂ".tfn‘l u'l.lf:'f.lr_;n;'ri ﬁ:mrg:":r rare Bere. But now I'am & nwmnen,
a wife, and I am going to be & mother, [ an net a pareot. Not a cat or a sparrow,
{283-84)

little does she realize that she may not be a parrot, a cat or a sparrow but
she is still very much steeped in a world of deception unable to fathom the
mysterious ways through which a woman could be manipulated into becoming
an object of male desire. Yer, her innocence notwithstanding, she does blossom
into complereness the moment she comes o scknowledge, not with any feeling
of regret bur with grareful indebredness, the role of Naga in converting her,
once again, like Padmini from a desired object into a desiring subject. And
once out of the shackles of shame or regrer she asserts her identity with singular
authority convincing Appanna into allowing their son to not only cremate
the cobra bur also o perform annual rituals to commemorate its death thercby
validaring his filial bond with Naga through a most ingenious design. In the
second ending, oo, wo the play she is daring enough o allow the cobra a
permanent custody within the folds of her long tresses signifying thereby her
acceptance of Naga's amoral erotic advances in brazen defiance of
institurionalized culmural codes.

Thus from the position of one languishing in abject despondency in a liminal
space under a rreacherous masculine regime Rani, in course of time, comes o
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occupy a location of indisputable authority. And the way she voices this authority
with categorical timbre and resonance makes it abundandy clear that the laws of
biological essencialism are not sufficient to address questions of identity and
difference and thar the meaning of difference irself as seen in the gendered body
comes to be subverted because of the body’s capacity to create meanings through
its interactive association with ever emerging cultural and environmental
cOnstructs,

111

As we turn finally vo The Fire and the Rain, we encounter yer another
very powerful play by Karnad encompassing issues on identity, difference,
resistance et al., purportedly interrogating premises on which the modes of
many hegemonistic representations come to imposingly stand. From a story,
relatively speaking, of rangential import figuring in the "Vana Parva” of the
Mabablarata involving the myth of Yavakrita, with its artendant discourse
relating to patricide and fratricide Karnad goes on to create a magnificent
play of human relationships caught in the elemental web of love, hate, jealousy,
betrayal erc., as much as in the vortex of caste consciousness and communal
bias, and of course their disastrous effects. Yet despite the plethora of issues
that come to figure here, the engagement with the women question still
continues, as in the plays already discussed, to occupy centre stage in the list
of priorities. But while engaging with this issue The Fire and the Rain marks
a significant departure in E:ﬁ instead of one central female character, there
are two women here from different social and cultural backgrounds posited
as markers of the marginalized as if to reinforce the universality of conditions
that apply to exclusive forms of identity existing within immanent repressive
structures of power and hegemony. Consequently, in the play under discussion,
although Vishakha comes from an eminent upper caste Brahmin family and
Mirrilai, happens to be a tribal girl belonging to a family of hunters, boath
appear ta be equally affected by the discriminarory politics of displacement
and FIII.'I'I'l:IﬂE But the irony is Vishaka, instead of being pnwl:gu:l of the two
while enjoying social accoutrements, by virtue of the superiority of her casee,
is mnd:mnulgtn a contemptuous subjugation even worse off than Ninilai's.
In fact she becomes a victim of n‘!ultl-pmngnd patriarchal ltpr:ﬁ-mn in thar
all the upper caste men, with the sole nv;rptluu. of Arvasu, whe is himself
ostracized by his community, persecute her in different ways. She is first
abandoned by Yavakr, her former lover and chen married off 1o Paravasu,
against her will, by her father, Next, she is deserted by Paravasu, after using
her body ‘like an experimenter’. In a moment of misplaced trust, she narraces
before Yavakri, her miserable existence thus:

I live in ohis hermitage, parched and wordless, like a she-devil (122)
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Again,

Yer, Favler wus happy Iy married off to Dirsvan,  alialn’s wsenir v, Brsr plr
drdn’t muaster. That night of the wedding, my busband said o me: T know you
aialn’s want to marry me. Byt don’t worrg T miake you bappy fora year."... he
nised Y E-.-.-.{g el Fris oaem Body (ke an experimenter, an explorer, As inrfruntenis
in a search. Search for what? [ never knew. But lenew be knew, Nothing was
tow shaamefil, too degrading, even too painfiel. Shawe died in nie. And [ yielded
1 let miy body be turned inside ont as be did bis oum, (122 -23)

She is then betrayed by Yavakei again when she becomes an casy prey wo his
vengeful design. Finally, she is subjected by her father-in-law, Rabhya — who does
sot bother to acknowledge her identiry, not to speak of, as a respectable member of
kit ewn family, bur even as a woman = to a moest brurish wearment. For instance,
when he comes to know of her torrid affair with Yavakri, he manhandles her and

TOArs:

Yow whore —pou roving whore! I conld reduce you o ashes—rurn you into a
[fiefid af duse—uwirh a simple evrse. But let that busband of yosrs bandle you.
Paravary, I':I!'if.,_:f-_.rﬂ'.l'ﬁﬂ' |:_rlll";.l'1r ;.n_'r:ﬁ;r.’ Let bimn elein np Hiry e st (127,

Yer all these instances of repression notwithstanding, Vishaka oo, like the
women in Hayaradana and Nagamandsla, sirikes back by subverting the fixed
implications of gendered difference itself. As a marter of fact, she breaks free from
the suffocating dominarion of the hermitage for the first time when she submits
Rer bady to Yavakri's lustful advances in a moment of instinctive response to the
fire of pent up desire:

Alore, I have become like dry timber. Ready to burst inco flames at a breath
To bsrm shings avound me dows ar the slightest chance— (123)

Bur, again, she is quick 1o assert her sovereign essence by deliberately pouring
aart the consecrared water from Yavakri's kamianalelu, a drop of which would have
been otherwise enough to make the Brahma Rakshasa numb and powerless, She is
abwiously horrified by the discovery of Yavakai's insidious design in making a mockery
of her feelings by preying on her in the disgraceful battle for Brahminical supremacy:

I wrs 30 huappy this morning. ... [ wanted to envelope you in everything [ eould
give. Je war more av a mother thar 1 offered my breasts to yon— (132)

Consequently, she grabs the first available opportunicy thar comes her way
o thwart his artempr at establishing his superiority over her father-in-law and
conducrs ar the same ime a personal venderta by sending Yavakri to his doom
thus purting into challenge the normative approach to notions of identity and
difference.
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Nittilai, also placed in an identical simation inasmuch as she too is not
spared the harasment of the menacing forces uf[:pmiun.ipptmtﬂ be rr]at'r'.r:hr
advantaged of the two women. This becomes clear when we look at the kind of
freedom enjoyved by her as a wibal girl wandering freely in the forests leading a
kind of life in consonance with the spontaneity of Nawure as against Vishaka
whose world is restricted ro the confines of the hermirage alone. Having been
nurtured by Mature, Nitilai also has the capaciry to play the mother to the needy
and the sick. Rightly, therefore, she questions the hypocritical stances of the upper
class people, especially, the Brahmins and their pretensions acros all areas of
civilized and meualise concerna:

Bt vohar [ st to know is vy are the Braloing ro secrelive about everytbing?
You kewvowry, sheir five saceifices ave conducted in closed enclosures. They mﬂr.r-l:ﬁr
themizelves in the dark af the jungle. Even their godv appear so secretly Win?
Wohas are they afraid of? Loak at my people. Everything is done in public vicn
there, (116)

In a classic example pertaining to the exposure of upper class hypocrisy
with regard to their sexual artitudes, Nittilai stares:

.E:m know why Father called the elders in such hasee? He alioays saps: “These
Fighecasie nien are glid to bed our women but not to wed them 1114)

The situarion, interestingly enough, finds its historical parallel in Robert
J.C. Young’s description of upper caste artitudes towards the Dalit women in

India:

'ﬁm castes expleir them ecomomically materially and sexually and
i to constant mental and phyiical abuze. Women from lower cartes
mrra rr.m’rnumrﬁ_’y farbidden to cover their breasts with a blowse, 50 as to eniure
their corutant availability for predatary upper-case men, (Postcolonialiom: Avery
Share futroduction. 119},

It is exactly the knowledge of this fagade of civilized arcitudes put up by
upper caste men in the sociey that Nitsilai seems to be alluding to while talking
of her Father's dislike of the 'high caste men'. But her own case is even more
pathetic as she continues to be dominated by an oppressive male hegemony that
denies her a subject identity and relegates her to the status of the marginalized in
her own communiry itself. For it is the men like her brother and her hushand
whao prevent her from enjoying the mariral bliss with the man of her choice, But
braving all o '{:Ec-qunn and |mp-:d|mnnu she runs away from her hushand, from
her family, everything, in fact to escape into the company of Arvasu to
perform together with him the regenerative act of providing succour to suffering
humanity. Even in the midse of dire personal crisis her concern is for those
distressed in want of food and supplement.
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In spite of all that she has suffered in the hands of the men from boch her
swn community and the high caste fraudsters she does not seem 1o bear the
slightest grudge against any of her tormenters, Her artitude simply is one of
compromise and understanding, When Arvasu, for insrance, swears revenge
szainst his brother for having made him ‘an unregenerate sinner in the eyes of
the world', she consoles him in a language distinaly self-assuring and awe
in S]Ji.ril'lgl

Then kick thar world aside, Arvatw, ... We don't need this world
WE curn find onr own. (155)

Such a language can exude only from one whe is absolurely confident of her
swn status and knows exacily what to look for in situations warranring judgment
and discretion. Obviously, therefore, she can extricate hersell from the rangled
confines of terrestrial inadequacies and become in her death, true to her
segenerative inclinations in life, a veritable representation of “rain,” the celestial
'_'-E_n\ing_ minst ml.lghl alrer l|:|:|-' the p-tuplc:

CROWS- Rarn! Arvarn, .-J."J:'_."[:'r' ehe rains’ Winter—{f 73]

Ironically, it is not Paravasu or the seven year long pompous fire sacrifice thar
brings in the rin bur rthe sacrifice 1o which Nirtlai is subjected 1o

She lies there, Ber eyes apen, B lepdli I, .-:!'_;r."':g file a2 ras .r{ﬁu:'n".hr.r il (1 72)

Mittilai thus illustrates through her eventful career, even at the moment of
her death, through her reawuring behavioral postures the amazing capacity to
redist mf.j.n'iﬁp; and dixp]:_i.::' |..|i!|-'|-¢u'::|||.|: as a stable code of any state of existence
i:u-:iu:uiu:lg_i.;al.. s.;:n:i.al, 4;:||t|.|.|1| of atherwize,

What transpires from the above discussion, then, is Karnad's engagement
with the cnnccpli nf in.'in:niif:.-' a:|:||:|. locatinn and their .'id'g_l'li.ﬂl:.l.ﬂct in the lite and
context of the repressed and the marginalized. While all kinds of categories like
race, gender, caste and community come within the purview of the marginalized,
Karnad appears 1o be primarily inclined wowards a discourse on the location of
women within the narrative framework of certain social and culoural practices
included in patriarchal structures of power and hegemony. In the proces, the
cxamples drawn by him of the repressed women in the rexts in question serve
negotiate or even subvert established notions with regard to their subject positions
and forms of identity thereby endowing them with a voice thart is easily
:acag:niza‘l‘lﬁ:, A voice in fact, that is r..qpalﬂ: ::-F:|I:|:|i|:'|.g the meaning af difference
itself by playing a seminal role in the formation of positive forms of identiry
crucial to the development of plural societies
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NEGOTIATING PAST AND PRESENT: A
READING OF JAYANTA MAHAPATRA'S
POETRY POSTCOLONIALLY

Dectivnali Bavia Nath

EI-'\:I RACT: feprner Afchap 'rjr*:lu.-_y [provider an Intevesiing stindy @I"-'.'..'.‘."-:'-"."'

:.'-'-r arity sodvich r-fu:-ffb.l': £a '-.r- JiT i"m the present fokes recourse fo r-'.'c colonial pa,
i r-'-rp_r:: in Mahapatras poctic universe encerges in the form of mytls, leger '." and

pragies HNEE creitte ar world of Indiannes fu EeF s qll'_.l'.'-.'-'-".".'.".'ﬂj and an frdi .'..'"...'";'
...L'Iln.".l-"":'.l'h.ln'l.l Hr: Later pociry u_,l""m.c whis blen .:g,l".r""p it aind the present, in
s -:h"-.r.'-uﬂ e sirsational experience in ol he Fnctian contexe, This "'.u‘.p ey
& postealon .."re.m- '.!f..-....-w-‘h'.lr.:.u effort o an .'.f;u_.-'..'_;...-.:.r;‘-."'..""..' i podivg

HE}wﬂnlﬁ: i ofer il r}."r'r.'.'.']}'. i PR Chi ferermad mooni

Any artempt to read Jayanta Mahaparra's poerry with the assthetic paradigm
of post- colonialism, would invariably impel one to view it, as a reflection of
Mahapatra's concern to esrablish a native tradition, by resisting the former
colonizer, and asserring narional identity. The desire vo write abour an indigenous
tradirion and culware, and establish an identity, independent of the colonizer in
the recent I'Ii:\-[l::lI}'. purs ."l.1..!|3=:|.'|‘1u1:|:1 on the fore-front of pl-htn.'r-h'-ui:ll POsCis i or
country. This paper is an amempe vo study Mahapaera's later poetry in the
perspectve of his d.-tn:j!l concern for natiomal ieii:nli.l:].'. It .'I.I'IﬁE:.-'.'n.". ?'.-"l.eha;'.lurr.:'h
r::gmi.atinn af the past, {hruugj'l. the lens of the present in hiz search for national
idenrity. Encompassing the past and the present, Mahaparra embodies a vidion
for the fumure. l:l'wingm !ht];‘llg: CARVES -I‘:E-h‘lﬂﬂ;v.|1r.|'.¢]".-:ri.|.' aeuvre and abvious
limitarions of space, this paper attemprs o limit irself vo a study of poetry written
in the mid-nineties,

Publizhed in Mo LiFy Review, "A Pasroral Fn.]'!lain it one of Mah ap.ﬂ!r.u lager
"‘h!ﬂ!:l'l'l!» ‘.l.'hh:h e |:J'|*: h!i |_‘|_-|:|:J:| CONCErN |'-|.'|-|' mr:.nml |1,‘|¢r|||l;'|.- :rld n;n:|-"|-r| |'.||;I-.:u,| ”‘It
opening stanza of the poem depicis a village scene, which is evocative of the true
spirit of rrue [ndia.




5,5. HNEGOTIATIONS

By the scummy pnn-d, in the thin rain,

A woman shakes her hair loose,

before entering the water. Through the grove

of bamboos dripping bright raindrops,

A long abandoned thought appears to push a smile at her lips.

(1999; 1-5)

The image of the village woman entering the pond, shaking her hair loose to have
her bath, and the raindrops dripping through the bamboo grove, brings rural
India alive in the minds of the readers. The second stanza reinforces the idea of
true India lying in her villages, when the landscape is integrated with the hisrory
of the country and the past is harmonized with the present and merges with it
Mahapatra wrices:

Leaves green, sway under the cloudy sky

And only the woman’s sunbronzed face looks our
abaove the water. The air drops back into the pasr,
A part present seems to break away

The destiny of India heaves in darkness,

in the memory of ancient waters.

The history of India now lies in the pond where the woman bathes, itisin
a way, relocating the past in the present, a preoccupation of post colonial poets
and writers. A poct’s response to the landscape of his country, his sense of the
tradition and culture of the land of his birth, and other factors go together o
make him assume an identity of his own. Mahapatra has stated this view while
receiving the MNational Academy of Letters Award - “To this land in which my
roots lic and lies my past, and in which my beginning and my end, — 1
acknowledge my debt and my relationship”. Legends, history and myths of
Orissa interest Mahapatra immensely, and Puri, Konark, Cuttack and
Bhubaneswar form, as it were, the quadrangle in the landscape of his poetry.
He has acclimatized the native Oriya tradition to the English, which makes his
poctry distinct. Mahapatra tries to bring alive the past of his own country in a
new Indian English medium. It is in line of the thesis that the writers of the
epoch making book, The Empire Writes Back, put forth = a re-assertion of
nationhood by the post-colonial poet. Mahapatra links the past to the present
and creates a dialogue with the furure.

Jayanta Mahapatra creates poetry out of the contemporary situation. He
encounters reality with the insight of a scientise, and portrays it with the objectiviry
of an artist, Deeply concerned with socio- political problems, he tries to come o
terms with the reality, and is conscious of keeping the image of his country alive.
Observing contemporary society from close quarters, he is depressed with the
outbreak of violence and lawlessness all over the country. In the postcolonial era,
the bravery and heroism of the struggle against colonialism seems o be missing.
The significance of the past and the sacnfice of our ancestors are lost, and this
state of affairs grieves the poet. In a voice marked by anguish Mahaparra asks:
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And I, writing my poem again
What do I remember of faith and past hopes?
{"Shadow Space™. 1997: 14)

Mahaparra notices a sharp conerast beoween the past and the present, leading
to an overwhelming decline, in the posicolonial period. In the same poem, he
denounces the present generation for failing their ancestors:

Today when | parricipate in group discussions

the words | read and hear,

seemn simply 1o walk the globe wgecher

holding hands bur no truths come down o the streets.
(1997 16)

In another poem, “Relationship®, Mahaparra brings alive for a moment the
past “of broken empires and vanquished dynasties™ (1997: 23). There is a nosralgic
nearking back o the past and a sense of belonging overwhelming the poet. The
poet drifts through his weariness, lisrening vo the voices of his friends and writing
poems, The present according to Mahaparra would be betrer understood,
;Fpminmd and endured in the light of the pase. Mahaparra has realized the
future, which is being comprehended, and therefore, poerry for him, now becomes
2 medium to interpret life, and a source of sustenance. As a postcalonial poer, he
is concerned with the fate of humanity in our country. In one of his exsays enticled
“Through Moral Uncertainties: English Poetry Today", Mahapatra writes —
“Uhere | live I:n-da.}" and have lived all my lifie, | know thar there is much suﬂ'e:iug.
suffering that erupts out of many causes mainly economic and social” ([JIWE,
2000: 6). Mahapatra realizes that the world is full of contradictions and, in the
poem “The Stories in Poetry” he tries to bring a balance between the illusion of
the past and the harsh reality of the presenc

Through words

I try to recover my balance

Mot let life EEL 00 far ahead of me,
L199T:. 59)

The colonial past haunts him without end and, when it is placed by the
side of uncerrain and disturbed present, it adds to the anxiety and worries of the
poet. Mahapatea brings alive the past in no uncertain terms in a poem called,
“The Absence of Knowledge™.

This ground is jagged with the defear

OF races, of morphines of memories;

Huge shadows and dark warers of a life time
Mow come after us, climbing our way.

(1997:75)
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The post colonial era is not much of an improvement on the colonial; rather it
seems to be a continuation of it. Using darkness as a metaphor for ignorance,
which is akin o absence of knowledge, the poet reflects on the colonial past and
turbulent present in a poem called *Darkness”™. He asks for a way our:

Fram a window here and a door there
Darkness lifted its head and loaked
Who would show the way?

It flaunred its shape, gathering moments

From the lighe of hostile histary.

Then came and seoad our thers

In a middle - class neighbourhood, stark naked.
(1999: 49)

The “hostile hisrary’ refers to the colonial pase thar haunrs the posecolonial
present. The colonial system and laws are still in operation as we have inherired
the British Administrarive and Judicial system. This brings 1o mind one of
Mahapatra's earlier observations — It is thus the odour of a caprured country
that lingers™ (Life Signe, 1983). Mahapatra is making a whole hearted effore 1o
decolonise the typical psyche which is still overburdened with the colonial past.
His knowledge of the native language and inwardness with indegenous rradition
and culture are a great help. Like other poswcolonial poets in India, Africa and
Caribbean countries, Mahapatra tries 1o revive the cultural identicy, damaged by
the colonial experience. Elleke Bochmer makes a pertinent point in this regard
— “Indian, African and Caribbean nationalist writers focused on reconstitutin
from the position of their histarical, racial or meraphysical difference a :u:h'urﬁ
identity which has been damaged by colonial experience. The need was for roots,
origins, founding myths and ancestors, national fere-mothers and fathers: in shor,
for restorative history™ (1995:185 ~ B6). This is what Mahapatra does in his
poetry. He tries o evoke a rypical Indian atmosphere by describing the Indian
sky, landscape and even abandoned temples. The attempt to build a lively
armosphere ourt of the surroundings and evoke a sense of ‘nativism’ is parr of
postcolonial writings. The postcolonial writers seck o describe the indigenous
culrure and chereby assert their nationaliy.

Mahaparra applauds the native culture and tradition, to asernt narional
iddentity. Like Raja Rao, he wries to creare a contemporary myth out of Gandhi in
his recent poerry. Gandhi has become a living myth, suggesting non- vislence,
truth and righrecusness. Furthermore, Gandhi has alio become a synonym for
justice and honesty, and has passed ineo the Indian mind as an apostle of peace.
To defy Gandhi becomes an integral part of post- eolonial lieerature. In his poem
“Excerpts for Requiem™, he glorifies ahimsa and, in trying to mythicize Gandhi,
he realizes that one can be an authentic writer by going back to his / her roots.
Mahapatra wants to decolonize himself and his cultare so thar he can be eriginal
and authentic as a poet. He acknowledges Gandhi's unseen presence amongss us,

the Indians, He writes:

In me

Your body
As if you h
As if flesh
What the
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the Indians, He wirires:

In me

Your body opens slowly

As if you have been bound tight all your life,
Mg if Besh could ses

What the mind belicves is true,

(20000: 10}

In the same poem he rells us how, in the postealonial present, we have
forgoren Gandhi's ideals and relagated him to the background by observing his
5irlhdﬂ}- a5 meede |'i|!|J.=[. "':';"i.l:i'l. | :ing:’ r.:-F irl:rn}' h-c wri:::..'

Whar you have left behind are
faded pictures on bare office walls, A day
every year as a national holiday.

(2000: 16)

Through the myth of Gandhi he is trying to wace the anguish and
predicament of the posteolonial present. If creating narional myths is part of
pesteolonial writing, then Mahapatra's perceprion regarding the myth of Gandhi
can pechaps be read with postcolonial writers like Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Raa, R.
K. Maravan and Nissim Ezekiel.

The eminent critic EERaveendran remarks, “Mahapatra’s struggle wich
the colonial past scems to be an on - going process” (1995: 14). It is thus very
difficult to identify a neat point of ruprure, between the colonized past and the
postcolonial present. Elements connecred with the past and present co — exist
in his poetry. To read Mahapaera’s poetry is to acquire a kind of empathy with
contemporary life, Along with ether Indian English poets he has created a new
idiom thar has defined a place of identity and a state of reaffirmation in the
midst of contradictions. He tries to evoke native traditions and myths, in order
to recreate the past in postcolonial terms, and sssere national identity. He is not
oblivious of the present as the past and the present together form a new whole.
His poetry takes the past inro orbir, infuses it with the present and looks forward
to the future. Using poctry as a vehicle for the expression of Indian scene (past
and |.'r||:;.|:'|'|1J he has been able o find a new name and CXPrEss inn for pu:.ﬂcu:.lnnj;:l
posELEy if auwr Country.
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MULTIPLE NEGOTIATIONS: A READING OF
LEILA SETH’S ON BALANCE: AN
AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Kerlpana Bova Barwmian

ABSTRACT. Negoriating cive onndaries af sociol and culmral constrnets Iy alivays
been a crucial isswe for the Tndian worman, The inchusion of the legal fntricacles into
an ..hrJ'hr-ri_'}' .'UHJ‘[I."HI ||:'-ei-'_ll'irr.r.lr1:'r .Il:lel':l.'l.'-l_:J:-'.l'_r 1 BemEatT r‘rm-.,-'.r,l'.;:lu .::lf'l'..rl.' NYRLTH. 1 MT
paper artenspts to read the Kife of one suck weman whe attempis so transcend these
miultiple barriers to carve @ niche for herself not anly in the pevional sphere of the
family but, more impertanily, within the Lirger sacio-politico-legal sphere of the world
L

Keywords: antobiograpley gender, Ly pastcolonial
I

Onie of the most significant trends in contemporary feminist scholarship,
particularly Third World feminism, has been the re-cxaminarion of the political,
social and euloural forces thar conrribuce greadly to the ways in which gender
has been and continues to be constructed and negotiated. This is especially
relevant to the case of the Indian woman who becomes the crucible on which
the relationship berween political legalities, social pracrices and culwural norms
is played out. Recent explorations, such as those by Lara Mani, Kumkum Sangari,
and Flavia Agnes' among others, reveal thar “the woman question,” to use
Partha Chateerjee’s term, is not one 1o be examined in isolation; rather it is an
all-inclusive discourse thar necessitates detailed deliberation. In this context,
autobiographics wrirten by women become sites for exploration of such
complexities. While the lives of women can be read as narratives of legitimization
of hegemonic patriarchal discourses, the very act of writing an autobiography
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suggest the interrogation of the gendered norms and a redefinition of spaces
assigned to women.

It iz on the premise of these observarions that the life-narrative of Leila Seth,
the first woman Chief Justice of a High Courr in India, can be contextualized.
Her autobiography On Balince is not only a personal narrative of a life well-
lived, but also 2 map of a society in transition from tradition to modermnity. Born
in 1930 o Raj Behari Seth and Chanda Seth, Leila spent her early years in huge
bungaleows with big sprawling gardens. Her farher's prestigious position as a senior
Railways officer allowed the family to enjoy the luxury of servants and holidays
in white-saloon cars. Her western-educared mother ensured thar the benefirs of
convent education were received by her daughter too so that Leila soon begins to
“think and dream in English” (Seth 8). The death of Raj Behari Seth sharters this
idyllic warld save for the goodwill and charity of friends and relatives who see the
family through their difficult fimes,

Afier Leila's marriage 1o Premo Seth and the birth of their eldest son Viksam,
the family moved 1o London where Leila applied for admiswion to the Bar. She
topped the Bar examinations, thus becoming the first woman 1o do so, and seon
returned to India wo begin practice. In a carcer that began on a tentative note Leila
broke ground by competing in a profession thar was wradidonally considered as a
male preserve and where females were rare. She held on her own by refusing to take
up cases related to women. Rather she chose to work on wae marers, constimutional
law, and civil and criminal case, "When | started practicing. [ wanted o prove
mysclf a5 a mainsream lawyer, not follow the stereotype of a woman lawyer” (Seth
§14). She earned many firsts to her credie: besides becoming the first woman Chief
Justice of a High Courr, she also carned the distinction of being the first woman
judge of the Delhi High Court, the first woman Senior Advocate of the Supreme
Court, and the Bt woman to be a3 member of the Law Commission, She alu
maintained a fine balance between her work and home to mother her three ralented
and successhul children: Vikram, the eldest, is a renowned writer and author of the
1993 best-seller A Swinaile Boy, the second son, Shantum, is a well-known peace-
activist; and Aradhana, the youngest, is a leading art director in films.

Seamlessly interwining the privaze and public worlds of Seth's life the narrarive
of On Bafsuce is characterized by profound honesty and eloquence, and s
interspersed with personal and professional vignetres and anecdores. Leila is honest
and outspoken, whether it is in publicly acknowledging the bisexuality of her
first-born, the death of her daughrer Ira, or her personal account of the scxual
politics, corruption and malpractices in the judiciary. In the rendition of her
story Seth makes discreet pointess wo the many socio-cultural discourses thar inform
the social/cultural/legal role of the Indian woman. This paper is an attempt to
examine Leila Sexhs life as a site of culoural and legal exchanges thar inform her
role as a woman and a lawgiver. However, before engaging with the sub-textual
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intricacies of Seth’s lite it is imporcant to examine the mulei-layered discourse of
legality within which the trope of the “Indian” woman is constructed.

Gender has played a pivotal role in the structuring and codification of the
legal system in India. A brief history of the struggle for the righs of women
would begin with the transformarion of the indigenous polirico-cultural
sensibilities broughe about by the colonial rule. This led w the emergence of a
masculine cultural nationalism that sought to establish the distinctiveness of s
political campaign by conceprualizing a eaditonal culture that was essentially
rooted in the private feminine space. In a major departure from the western,
male-centered dogma the new indigenous parriarchy based its naionalist and
culrural ideology on the metaphor of the female. In this context Lata Mani argues
that the reconstitution of tradition under the colonial rule led wo the centralizing
of women and the Brahmanic scripture that became "inrerlocking grounds for
this rearticulation™ (Mani 2006:90). The re-working of women as tradition rested
on the discourse of salvarion.” It signaled “a recuperation of authenticity and
purity, a vigorous protection of the weak and the subordinared aspects of culure
against their corrupt manipulation by the strong and the dominant™ (Mani
200%6:118). The political negotiarion of woman's role and her righis perhaps gained
ummaost prominence during the colonial period with the aboliion of s in 1829
and the Hindu Widow Remarriage Act in 1856. Women's reform symbolized
national sovereignty, and since most reform measures addressed the socio-culrural
intricacies of the lives of the Hindu middle-class women, the lateer group came
w0 effectively constitute the "nation” (Agnes 20086: wxxi). In his exsay titded “The
Mationalist Resolution of the Women's Question” Partha Chatterjee elaborates
on the dichoromies of the inner/ourer, spiritual/material, feminine/masculine,
thar contribure va the construction of the social roles of gender (2006: 238-239).
Thus women became the currency of wradivion. As Lara Mani states, “women are
neither subjects nor objecrs bur rather the ground [ ] on which several compering
projects intersect” (Mani 2006:118-119).

Within the discourse of the Hindu family the centrality of gender relations
continued o exist. The property rights cxtended o women under the Hindu
Succession Act resulved in the :w:miali‘.r.ing of _gvr.'ltdi:r relations and, as Flavia
Agnes peints out, served 1o “heirarchize an upper-caste, upper-class, propertied,
patrilineal, north Indian male eradicion™ (2006 xodi). Within this culowral
parameters originated the concept of the new nation state and i ideology of
social progress. The much-trumpered Hindu Code Bill, with its progressive and
maodernizing agenda, empowered the state to structure social relations. As the
state became the chief negoriator of the rights of women, the auronomy of the
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larter was further reduced.? The Hindu Succession Act of 1956 granted widows
the right of ownership of property, and equal righes wese also cﬂnf:rr?d on
daughters in the self-acquired property of the father but this was exclusive of
landholdings and agricultural property. The notions of conjugalicy, maoralicy, :m-:i
maintenance also became the premise of the legal body. The question of a woman
maintenance rights was invariably entangled with the issue of her sexual morality.
Such legal and public differentiation is solely based on their private roles and
spaces, and is a pointer to the ways in which {pacriarchal) laws and legality collude
in order to determine the many roles women are expected o play. The reformed
Hindu law was projected as an ideal piece of legislation that liberated the Hindu
women. While the motives of the reform were the consolidation of the powess of
the state and the building of an integrated nation, this crucial objective could be
achieved only by diluting the rights of women. - _

A key issue that evolves in this conrext is that of citizenship. Citizenship, as
Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan says, “ennils everyday, existential negotiation with
bureaucratic regularions, welfare institutions, and the functionaries of the state;
and entails being regulated by and having recourse to thie laws of the land (Sunder
Rajan 2003:1). She quotes Mira Yuval-Davis and Prina Werbner's statements an
the feminist implications of citizenship as signifying a “more toral l'tlﬂjﬂl'l:‘hl.]:l;-
inflected by identiry, social pesitioning, cultural assumptions, irlstitutmniil
practices and a sense of belonging” (Sunder Rajan 1), The gendering of citizenship
draws arrention to the ways in which “women” are constructed by the state—
they are not only differentiated from men, but they are also diﬂﬂ:ntia:c-:!. fram
among themselves. Thus women are assigned different positions within the
homogenous framework of the stare and legality, and within their localized
linguistic, religious and cultural communiries. This dual citizenship hilghlig:hu
the private/public division, for while it propels women into the same Jdﬂ'lll'l_tj"'
category as men in terms of legal and civil rights, it demarcates her position
within the private sphere of the family and religious community. As Sunder Rajan
puts it, the concept of citizenship is thus premised on the rhetoric of exclusion.

The distinction berween the private and the public spheres also confine
women to typically female spaces such as housework, reproduction, motherhood,
and nurturance, and away from the public agenda of the liberal state (Benhabib
1992: 108). It is their unpaid work as home-makers, mothers, and nurturers thar
differentiate them from men—a difference that is crucially significant for their
citizenship rights. The feminist dogan “the personal is the political” is a strong
pointer to the blurring of the distinetion berween the two spaces. The legal
implications of rape can be considered as an example here, The inhesent fear of
women's sexuality has led 1o the establishment of codes of conduct that sought to
curb this feared concept, which in tumn can be traced back 1o men’s desire to
control property. More often than not women (read victim) bear the onus of
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peychosacial trauma and shame while the accused (read male) escapes with liminal
punishment. Despite the face that such invasion of the female private self and
sexualiy find its juristic stance in the public sphere of legality, often the victim's
statement does not qualify as valid primarily because it signals the refutation of
the bbadramabils construct. In most cases wamen torgo certain judicial righes so
as to safeguard this constructed womanhood. The internalization of these
complexities occurs not only at the social sphere but alse in the legal sphere. Even
within the sancrum sanctorum of the family, cases of marital rape are silenced
primarily because the legal system exists ourside this extremely private space.

Thus in the sphere of public jurisdiction women are equated the same starus
as men, but the private sphere exists ourside the realms of justice so thar in “personal
marters,” such as marriage, inheritance, divorce, the custody of children, and
maintenance the personal laws of the community—a legacy of colonial
administration—are brought into operation. This dual-jurisprudence coupled
with religious and communal differences is at the centre of the argument of the
Uniform Civil Code (UCC). Modelled on the Hindu laws of the 19505, the legal
blanket of the UCC was envisaged as a version of the Hindu law thar would
eventually secure Hindu hegemony. Paradosically, both the all-encompassing UCC
as well as the multi-community personal laws are united in their negative and
discriminarory regulations towards women. Also, the Hindu ideologues seeking
the administration of the UCC resisted reforms in the personal laws that were
pro-women in certain directinns.

Whar dawns from this discussion is the ebvious fact that women have been
at the receiving end of both patriarchal and legal structures, In fact, in the contexr
of the woman one witnesses the collusion berween patriarchy and law so that
both privare and public subjugation is complete. It is a further pointer to the
motives of self-interest of parriarchy that finds happy complement in the legal
stricture,

11

Given the many changes in and complexities of the social and legal systems,
it becomes relatively easy for the reader to comprehend the life of Leila Seth in
context, The position of women in the pre-independence socio-political scenario
is @ crucial signifier of the cultural moment in which the beginnings of Indian
feminism can be traced. It is no wonder therefore that her “different, exceptional
and progressive” parents "who had been influenced by the western culture and
education” (Seth 4) celebrated Leila Sedh’s birch—a rare example of progressive
thinking in a country where the practice of female infanticide was common,
Leila writes of her mother who *had all kinds of woolly thoughts abour being
westernized, calling her son-to-be ‘Sonny’ and decorating her home with Victorian
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furniture” (Sech 5). Education was seen as the key to progress and liberal and
rational thinking. The importance of education for the Seth family as well as for
the colonized nation is acutely highlighted in Leila’s own words; "Education is
the key to prosperity, to a fuller enjoyment of life, wo the avoidance of easy prejudice,
to being able ro help people more effectively” (Seth 417). Raj Kumar Seth or
Michibhai further testifies to this when he writes to his sister Leila "I became very
anglicized but thar was the flavour of the period and I think because of it [we]
were all able ro get a stare in life” (Seth 41). The fac thar both mother and
daughter were beneficiaries of Western education is a pointer to the changing
attitudes of the pre-independence society thar was beginning to recognize the
more positive implications of Western thought brought about by colonialism.
The colonial implications of education not withstanding, the Hindu middle-
class saw education as an agency of modernization and emancipation so that irs
benefits were extended to both men and women. However, education did not
result in any substantal change in the position of women as their social and
political status were continued o be defined by their rraditional and private roles.

Leilas entry into the legal profession marks a moment of grear hisrorical and
cultural significance. She applied for admission o the Bar "not because of any love
of aptitude for Law, but because I would need 1o look after three-year-old Vikram
[...] and therefore needed a course where the artendance requirements were not too
strict” (Seth 97). Her success in the Bar examinations created quite a stir in both
London and India. Upon her return o the native country the brilliance of the Bar
Final results sharered her dream of opening a small nursery school because everybody
expected her to practice and perform.* A career that began ara moment of domestic
and maternal obligations, Leila's admision into the Bar marks a moment when the
feminine private space makes irs foray into the masculine public arena. This reversal
of public-privare exchanges and the subsequent dissolution of both spaces signify a
key culrural moment when established norms are subverted not by socio-culoural
coercien bur by personal choice. Read in the larger context of Indian nationalism
and Indian feminism Leilas choice transcends the theoretical demarcarions of
political thinking in order ro make a space for her self. Nevertheless, this reversal of
spatial entry and the intermixing of the two do not anricipare the reversal of culrural
roles asigned to gendered communiry. An example of this can be had from the
following conversation between Leila Seth and Sachin Chaudhuri whose chambers
the former joined:

Diespite the fact thar [Sachin Chaudhuri] had some idea why [Leila] had
come, he wanted to be clear about the marrer and asked me, “Why?" in his
grave and gruff manner. After | vold him, he said, "Instead of joining the
legal profession, young woman, go and get married.” 1 replied, "Bur Sir, |
am already married.” “Then go and have a child,” he advised. | responded,
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“1 have a child.” "Tv is not fair ro the child w be alone, g0, young lady, you
should have a second child.” [ replied: *Mr. Chaudhuri, I already have two
children.” Taken aback for the third time, he said, *Then come and join my
chambers, you are a persistent young woman and will do well ar the Bar.”
(Sech 121-122)

The pesition of women and the reluctance of the patriarchy tw incorporaze
any changes in the same are evident here, as well as in the Patna High Court
where Leila began pracrice in 1959, Much curiosity and amusement surrounded
this young lawyer who was not only confident and smarr but also spoke Englich
well. The fact thar she acrually chose the dusty corridors and courtrooms over the
comfores of her home (Premo, her hushand, was the manager of the Bara Shoe
Company at that time) surprised everyone.

The prevalent caste, religious and gender paolirics the legal system reveals the
cracks in this colossus. While caste and religious intecurities raised their heads
quite often in the form of cases pertaining to the village-folk, Leila was subjected
mare to the allegations of womanly frivolousness and gender bias thar dogged
her career. Her constant arempts to make a difference in the steel frame of the
system met with much criticism, which revealed the undedying workings of the
social and cultural parriarchies in the lives of women. Having twice declined the
position of the Judge in the Patna High Courr, Leila soon joined the Supreme
Court as benior Advocate and later the Delhi High Courr as Chief Justice. The
position of power that the legal system endows her with, however, does not grane
her much power as a member of a cultural community. Her refusal of the Judgeship
of the Patna high Coure rests an the premise that her husband Premo will suffer
from the lack of suirable professional oppertunities in Parna. On the personal
level Leila’s decision reads as an act of love for her hushand, as she does not wane
to stem his professional growth ar the cost of her own. On a more political level,
Leila act colludes with her own gcndr_rzr] podicion a8 a woman who must Eiw: up
certain opportunities in order to facilitate the betterment of her family. She holds
the karva chanrh fase not because she believed in it bur for the sake of her mother-
in-law, and later in her memory. As an Indian woman, Leila successfully negotiares
the multi-layered workings of her private and gendered location, and as a lawyer
in a public arena she seeks to make changes, even if small, in the same.

The owin workings of the private/public persona become evident in the
incident perraining to the medical treatment of Leila’s mother who was unwell.
The mother of the judge of a court was entitled to medical treatment at the
governments expense, but this provision was not extended to woman judges. On
enquiring Leila was told that as per tradition sons were supposed 1o look after
their mothers, and daughters (read women) had licde o do in this mareer. The
legal lacuna in this provision is clearly rooted in the cubural position of che
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Hindu woman who, after marriage, had nothing to do in the marters regarding
her maternal family.* The Hindu personal laws combined with the legal provision
refused to grant cultural and legal rights to the daugher o look after her aging
parents, and Leila, despice occupying a professional (read public) pesition of
power continues to be governed by and subjected 1o the legalities resting on the
private space. Her vociferous claims of the equal implications of the law for both
men and women fail to make any impact and the chasm continued o exise. Thar
she did not pursue the matter furcher is another story for Chanda Seth died soon
hereafter. :

Throughout her innings as a member of the legal system Leila Seth continued
to crusade for the twin objectives of justice and equality. Her negortiation of the
property rights of daughters in the 15* Law Commission is important step in
this direction. Headed by Justice B.P Jezvan Reddy the Commission suggested
fundamental changes in the Hindu Succession Act of 1956 to ensure that women
get an equal share in the ancestral property. One of the radical changes suggested
as part of the Hindu (Amendmenr) Bill 2000 is equal rights for daughters in
coparcenary property, i. ¢, in a Hindu joint family the daughter shall have the
same property rights as a son and the property will be equally divided. A move
thar aimed at the erosion of gender discrimination, Leila was also hopeful thar
the right to equal inheritance would greatly reduce the dowry system. She further
hoped tat once patriarchal attitudes changed and men got reconciled to the fact
that they would have to share everything with their sisters, conflicts invelving
family properry will be resalved to a grear extent.

IV

How radical is Leila Seth as 2 member of the law? How far does she push the
legal system to ensure, or perhaps even initiate changes for the gendered
community? The answers to these questions perhaps are very obvious. Seth does
not make any path-breaking artempts to radicalize the legal structures pertaining
to women. An insight into her life would reveal that she has always been the
champion for equality and equal rights. Her refusal to take up women's cases was
not a shying away form the crucial problems pertaining to women but a refusal
to be rypecast as a stereotype; it was an artempt to prove her legal worth as woman
in a male-dominated profession; and, more importandy, it was an artempt to
establish herself as an equal in this profession. Her successful innings as a lawyer/
judge stands proof of determination o succeed. While she may have invited
criticism for not doing enough for the sister-community—"What kind of a woman
judge are you that you don't give any special weightage to women? We had such
high hopes of you™ (Seth 261)—she must also be applauded for refusing to be
ghettoized into such gendered and political groups. A feminist her own righe,
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Leila Seth's awareness and comprehension of the position of women in Indian led
her to emphasize the need for education o overcome the various demarcations.
Her idevlogy of equality holds true both in her personal and professional life
wherein she strove for betterment alone. Her legal dealings may seem conservative
but her judgments reveal her liberal outlook. She may not have introduced any
substantial changes in the legal system, but her very membership of the legal
monolith is a pointer to the changes in the Indian judicial system which was
throwing epen its doors for the women communiry.

An aurobiography that began with an accident, On Balonce is a record of the
life and times of a progressive woman, It is also a grandmother's offering to her
burure generation, Nandini, so that she learns about the times in her grandparenss
lives best the larter is not around o tell her about it personally. The book transcends
the framework of autobiographical writings o narrate the story of an India-in-the-
making, and of a generation thar was witness ro the socio-political turbulence of
the times. Leila Sedh’s srory, one of hand-won idealism and success, also maps the
route womens lives have been undertaking in their efforts o negotiate a space
berween home and the world ourside, berween their constructed subjectivities and
their own understanding of cheir selves, between cultural forces of coercive
deminance and assertion of their rights within this sphere. From the carly provision
thar denied women the right to practise law to the increase in the number of women
lawyers in the present day is an indicator of the modification of legal and cultural
barriers to ensure a gender-inclusive judiciary. Leila Seth may be well recognized as
the motivating force that has encouraged many others wo brave ideclogical hossilities
and carve a space for themselves as individuals.

Motes
V' See Flavia Agnes’ Wooen and Lo fn Tndizy An Ovngibaos (20068, Kumbaem Sangar
and Sudesh Vaid's Recasting Women: Exayr in Colwaial History (2006), and Lata
Mani's Contentions Traditions: The Debate on Bz tn Colendad Jodiz (1998),
 The prohibition of seri (1829) was heralded as a key step forward for women's
emancipation in modern India, Mani argues thar vicrims were mikiginal vo the
debare and thar the controvessy was more over the definitions of Hindu tradition,
the il'llj'.!lild tance of il in reﬂiginu; wursh ip. thic {ivi|i.'.i:||5 miksians of codoanialism,
and the role of the colonial stare. The paradoxin the hisrory of sesi lies in the fact
that while the debate cenrered on the religious basis of srrd and the fine poines of
scriprural interprecation, the testimonials of victims consisently addiesied the
hardships and societal expectations amached ro widowhaood.
Jrll:-tlf~[ii'|$|}'. ﬂnpi.tc the intermalicason of the madcudzing propects ofeducition
and equal rights for women, the stare (read legal codes) sought 1o confine her in
the traditional rale of the Mudnimebiids in order o retain the End;ﬂ‘:““'"ﬂ“"* af
the nation.




0 NEGOTIATIONS

*  leis interesting to note that despine her education and success Leila never wanted
to pursue @ carecr. Her dream of the nursery school underlines the realization of
her position as a woman who should remain in the confines of the wadinonal
spheres of domesticity and marermiry.

’ 1 use the word “maternal” instead of "p:!cnl:lj" here o indicare the |.1rEer
community of womanhood whose lives are codified by parriarchy,
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THE SPHOTA THEORY IN INDIAN
GRAMMATICAL TRADITION AND
THE NOTION OF LANGUAGE FACULTY IN
THE GENERATIVE PARADIGM: AN
INTROSPECTION

Hemaai T Dhirta

ABSTRACT. The mation of “Lenguage frcndy™ i3 an fmportant concept in genentive
grammar, Choniskys critigee on stimulis vesponse theory benilds @ doun of repolurion
in the realin of Gnguistic dmpuivy on s cognition wbich further paves the way for
an furrospection wpbolding che claim tha the entiry called Lenguage & wor only an
anrgrnate of structure condiioned by phonalogy, morphology and spuo ar a means
thrangh udvich one communicares onet thosgphis bur the manifearion of cognitive
prropensities af the Sucmn mindBrain triggered by Bialogizal eompuliions, The clanbpn
internnlist interpretation afbumsan Lengesige firculiy brin 24 firgiierics elwier o the dannaing
af paychalogy and biology and distances from the dominant philwophical trends of thar
dge wdich lave concenated on Linguasge as a p bl constrnice of wivich indiveduale
Iave partial knowledge. However, what the cognitivion termed as .":.'.'.E:.'..H;'_li.'r|'r. by ciin
be traced back to a concept in Indian Grammurical tnadition that i, the rr’--"m.'.l theory
F::'_It-lnr..l.l il .l.r.l...'.'-.'l.l_']r .ﬁ:p Bharivilerr gud J"'nr!.."._'l."..'."r'. The ?'u'ql.'.;r'.:.-:':.' ety thar werd
Vi ﬁg‘:-.lf it ir articnlored fr ix i the maind qfl'.ll'r W..'-f';'r ared phe Desren Dhring e,
sioniens afarsiciation the word gets manifested, In the same way the convcept af binguage
Soaculry which gained prominence under the pasrmnage of Chowuky is concerned with ?E.r
intermalise imerpretation of Linguage ar a biological object nor with the individua!
bangriages sl ay Hindi, Avunere, Englich ete. An arsempt bas been nuede fn this paper
£ miurke a correlation bessoeen the conmotations widerlying the concep af sphosa r:-.-.rHI o

specific properiies required for defining the internalive incerpretation of Longrasge fculty

Keywords: Sphota theory, spotavada, Chomskyan inrermalist interpretanion,
dinwani, linguistic community, cognitiviem, langiage organ.

1.0 Sphota theary and its diverse interpretation:
The etymological meaning of sphora has been enumerated by different
scholars in different ways. According to Mageshabharra the word has been derived
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fram the root “sphur” which means “to burst®, The derivative meaning of sphota,
therefore, is that from which meaning burses forth, ie. revealed. In
Sarvadarshanasangraha the term sphota has been given a new erymological
interpretation by Madhava by saying bursts means “what is made explicit™. Thus
the sphota is what, in being itself revealed by leters or sounds,conveys the meaning
to the hearer. John Brough is of the view thar the sphota is simply the linguistic
sign in its aspect of meaning bearer. Panini's monumental work Astadhyayi records
ne evidence of sphota except an enigmaric reference to an early grammarian by
the name of Sphotayana in rule 6.1.123 ‘avan sphotayanasya’. In the same fashion
Yaska ascribed the concepr of sphota o Audumbariyana according to whom
‘indriya nityavavacanam’ (speech or language is inherent in the faculties). The
sentence as a linguistic unic resides in the mental faculty of the language users,
the speaker and the hearer, Patanjali artribures the rerm sabda for sphota ro which
the dhwani or sound is assigned as a feawure. The noisy part of the sound or
dhwani can be short or long or soft or loud but whar remains constant is sphota,
unaffecred by the individualities of individual speakers. In face Patanjali draws a
line of demarcation between two aspects of the word, the sphota and the dhwani;
the former is characterized by permanence and the larer is acrualised and
ephemeral element and an areribure of the former. It is evident from the lines of
Mahabhashya:

(1} “dhewanih sphotas ca sabdanane dbwanis tu bhalu lakiyate
alpo mabatmas ca kevanecid nbbayam tat soablavaral™

These conceprs have bearing upon the subsequent conceprs of prakrit dhwani
and vaikrit dhwani developed by the later grammarians. This distinction berween
prakrir vs. vaikric dhwani is best illustrated in the Vikyapadya of Bharribari
(L77):

(2} “vavanasya grabane betuh prakrio dinoanir isyaie,
vritibbede nimittatvam vaikrtah prefpadyate.”

However, Paranjali’s views can be differentiated from the later grammarians
as he does not consider sphota as a part less entity or a single indivisible symbol
bearing a specific meaning but the unchanging sound unit or a time series pattern
of such units. Hence sphota in Patanjali’s framework has a fixed temporal
dimension determined by the number of unirs. Patanjali seems to have been
influenced by the philosophy of Mimamsa when he talks about the permanent
narere of varna. The Mimamsa philosophy assumes that the permanent sound
units should be distinguished from the actual instances of their utterances. When
urtered the quality of being fast, medium or slow will be perceived but such
variations are not the compenents of the permanent sound unirs, The sounds
that are produced or heard by agents are only means of revealing the permanent
sound unirs. However the sphota doctrine has mostly been associated with
Bhartrhari whe, according to M. Biardeau, has given a linguistic treatment of
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this concepr. | am going to discuss the concept of sphota in the framework of
Bhartrheari in the next section of this paper.

2.0 The sphota theory and Bhartrharis Vakyapadiya;

In Vikyapadiya the sphota has been treated as par less indivisible entiy
which is devoid of internal sequence. Sphota in the analysis of Bhartrhari has
emerged as the real substracam, proper linguistic unit which is also identical with
its meaning, According to this philosopher language anchoes thought and vice
versa and hence it is incorrect to ask whether sphota is or not the meaning bearing
speech unit in Bharrrhari's system. Bharerhari says a word consisis of two parts:
one is the underlying cause of the articulated sounds, while the ather is attached
with meanings. The following is the verse from Vikyapadiya which provides a

precise explanation of the essence of sphora

(1) {vakyapadiya I. 44):
“dran sipadanasabdesthu sabdan sabdaride vidub
ek minmittam sabdanam apare rehe prayujpare.”

In simple terminology a word is endowed with twe properties: swarup and
artha. The underlying cause of the articulated sounds (sshdanimitam) is the
sound pattern or the swarup which undedies the instances of the sounds in
utterances. This ahstrace enriry with time sequence amached to is called the prakert
dhwani and is external aspect of the language whereas the internal component of
a word which is attached with the meaning is sphota which is indivisible and
integral linguistic symbol. This final dichotomy berween form and language can
be traced back to Panini2 who says that a word which is not a technical term
denotes its own form, In the same fashion, Karyayana says the understanding of
the ching meant is preceded by that of the word and therefore, in the grammatical
context the question of the thing meant does not arise. S0 a word has the porential
to signify its own form as well as the meaning. The notion of double power
associated with a word has been emphasised by Bhartrhari though various
llustrations. A word can convey an idea of the form and also reveal other things.
In his words a word is like a lamp which reveals jtself and its surrounding.
According to Bhartrhari words are physical entities which manifest themselves
through the medium of articulate sounds as said in the karika 46 of Vakyapadya:

(2) Tabdo pi buddivisthal srutinam karanam prehak'

In this context what A.H. Gardiner in *Speech and language’ says is rebevan:
“it is only inaccurately, though by a sort of necessary inaccuracy, thar the name of
‘words’ is given to the articulare sounds which pass berween speaker and listener.
As words exist in the possession of every individual of 2 linguistic communiry,
they are physical entities, comprising on the one hand an arca of mea ning, and
on the other hand the image of a particular sound susceptible of being physically
reproduced whenever wanted.” Even carier thinkers in the Indian grammarical
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eradition diaw a resolution thar words are something more than the audible sounds
uttered by the speaker and heard by the listener. As for instance, Vyasa in
Yogasutrabhasya claims that a word has tw be grasped in the cognition of the
hearer although it is brought together by the sounds. The concept of sphota is
seplete with the connotations something more than what is implied by the rerm
linguistic sign. Sphota must be assigned a meaning component without which it
bears no exisrence, In fact sphota can be acclaimed as a significant in Saussurean
terminology taken as time bess indivisible symbol denoting a meaning. Sphota is
the basic premise of Bhartrhari's monistic and idealistic metaphysical theory
according to which the essence of the whole universe is sppech- sabda bnilima,
the energy principle as evident in the first karika of Vakyapadiya:

(3)  amadinidbanan brakma sabdasatvam yad aksaram
visartate ‘rblbavena prakripajagote yatah®

This speech essence, which is the ultimate reality and is the nature of the
consciousness, has neither beginning nor end and is not susceptible o change,
but on the basis of various powers such as Time, this phenomenal world appears
1o be evalutionary and pluralistic. The speech principle, according to Bhartchari,
undergoes three stages in the course of its manifestation: pasyanti, madhyama
and vaikhari. Bhartrhari believes thae the nature of the self is nothing but
synonymous with the nature of the language thought. This stage of complete
identity of language and thought is pasyanti stage of language. Before the proper
articulation of sound sequence or utterance there is one more intermediary stage,
thar is madhyama vak, where the language and theughe it conveys still are one
and undifferentiated, bur at this pre verbal stage the speaker sees them as
differentiable. The speaker recognizes the verbal part, which he is abour o verbalize
either to himself or another, as separable from the artha and this perceprion impels
him to speech which resulis in the nada sphota differentiation.

Mow 2 question arises what is the relation existing berween nada and sphota.
According vo Bhartrhari it is the nada through the medium of which sphora gers
its manifestation and sphota conveys the meaning. The sphota is an indivisible
unir, a part less, sequence less whele, which is connected with the verbal
dispositional ability of the speaker and hearer. It is actualised through the medium
of nada which adheres to the principle of sequence in sound elemenrs. Thus the
sphota appears to have parts and temporal sequences just as the moon reflecred in
wanly waters appears to be disintegrated.

3.0 Cognitivism and Chomskyan notion of language faculty:

Cognitivism which flourished in the realm of linguistics in 1950s discards
the notion of stimulus response theory given by B.F.Skinner and claims thae
learning depends on insight formation and ption. The cognitive perspecrive
rega aviour and its products not as the object of inquiry, but as data thar
may provide evidence about the inner mechanism of mind. The approach adopred
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is mentalist which is concerned with the mental aspects which stand alongside ies
mechanical, chemical oprical and other aspects and thus linguistic study has been
gradually integrared with the biological sciences. The cognitive revolurion was
recognized at the time when it was established thae language involves “the infinie
use of finite means.” The data from language acquisition studies also leads o the
same conclusion. Every child of normal brain function regardless of race, culture
and general intelligence is equipped with universal grammar which becomes
tuncrional through the medium of linguistic input. A careful interpretation of
experience reveals that from the earliest stages, the child knows vastly more than
the experience has provided. It can be supported by the evidence of poverty of
stimulus, thar is, language inpur is degenerate, inadequate and meagre on the
part of a child o arrive ar well formed novel uererances. Lightfoot says, “The
main question is how children learn more than they experience.” Chomsky
proposed a “principles paramerers” model of language acquisition, which provides
a first step rowards the establishment of the genetic basis of grammar of human
language (Chomsky, 1981, 1986, 1988a, 1993, 2000). The principles refer to
conditions specified by the linguist’s theory of universal grammar and are part of
man’s biological endowment, Bauplan (biological plant) for human language.
Whereas the parameters are the variables left open in the statement of principles
which account for the diversity of human languages. As for example headedness
and null subject are two parameters on the basis of which languages vary from
one another. From the above discussion it is clear that human language is not
only culturally transmirted for the performance of social transactions but alse
genetically programmed. The cognitivists are of the view tha there is component
in the human brain/mind which is responsible for the human language known as
language faculry. Chomsky argues thar the faculty of language can reasonably be
regarded as a “language organ’ in the sense in which scienrists ralk abour visual
system, immune system, articularory system etc. The basic character of language
organ is an expression of the genes ﬂlhc!u%h the relation existing between genes
and cognition remains a distant prospect for inquiry.

4.0 Language faculty and sphota :

Although both the concepts are distant in time and orieatation it is possible
to establish a correlation berween them. Bharcrhari has interpreted sphota from
the philosophical perspective whereas the notion of language faculty as enunciated
by Chomsky is replete with Neuro cognitive dimension. Sphota is used 1o denote
the part less indivisible entity devoid of sequence which gets its manifestation
through the medium of nada, Whereas nada has a temporal physical dimension
sphota is abstract entity. In the same way language faculty is not concerned with
a particular specific language but is intrinsically related with human cognition.
Each language is the result of the inverplay of rwo factors: the inirial stae and the
conre t»};ﬂ-upcdtm;«:.'l'h: tnitial state can be treaved as language acquisition device
(LALY) that takes experience as input and gives language as ourput-an output thar
is internally represented in the human brain/mind. Sphota in Bharerhari’s analysis
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has emerged as the real substrarum and proper linguistic unit which is idenrical
with the meaning it conveys. It has nothing 1o do with the external shape of the
linguistic element as it is the domain of nada and vaiketa dhwani, The sphotavada
claims that word exist before it is articulaved; it is in the mind of the speaker and
the hearer, During the moment of articulation the word gets manifested. ﬁccmﬂ:ng
to Bahreehari, a word can convey an idea of the form nﬁn expression in addition
to its content. [n the same way the concept of language faculty which gained
prominence under the patronage of Chomsky and Lg.fll: Jenkins etc is concerned
with the internalist interpretation of language a5 a biological object not with the
individual languages such as Hindi, Assamese, English etc. It is the paramerric
serting which is responsible for the diversity of human languages but as far as the
initial state and the principles model of human language faculty are concerned
there is no marked difference. Each and every :]ulr%l::mdu-.r:d with the same
language faculty which gets operationalised through the linguistic input from
external languages just like the sphota which reveals its essence in the form of

nada,
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LOCATING IDENTITIES AND OTHERNESS:
CONFLICT, REPRESENTATION AND THE
POLITICS OF BELONGING IN NORTHEAST INDIA

Rakhee Kalita Moral

ABSTRACT. This paper secks to understand chinging social idensivies in Awam, a
state in the northeast of India that has been under the grip of insrgency for the past
three decades. The mineties witmesied an unprecedenied rise of insnrgent politics aned
wiglesice in Ascam leading to marked social realignments and the redrawing af eulruns
bowndisries turning the familiar spaces of civility and friendidip fnto wncersain zones af
suipicion arid bostility A stravegic space in the geapalitical comsonrs of the eaters board
of the Indian swbcontinens, Asim is today in the navional imaginary recognived wore
by idioms of separavism and identity violence than by it mavural endowments and
native calsural attributes. Erbnically and linguistically plural wivh several convmunities
coexissing peacefully for a very long time the multicaltral strucrures af this socicty are
neote fissured by firndslines splieting Ascom’ body politic sevevely into tribes and imdigenaus
groupes tharare incresingly isolated from each other. The first section af iy peaper sddresies
whe problemaric of wbifting idewtities in multiculrral Asimese society in the time of
conflice. I argue that a collective memory of culture and hospirality in Aswam has been
avertivken by staceato impressions of rupture in a social matrix that engenders ‘otherness’
el alienmarion. Notivns abowut legitimacy of sovial meembership and of owtcider careguries
in the commumniny neighbosrbood or profecsional spheres are pronownced and commandy
Sigure in the popular imagination that imbricate the kirger political enltvre of bhegemony
and an emerging tribalimm thereof In exploring the wneisy enconnters between the self
and the oiber and the idea of belonging in the second section af my paper, [ cite the cive
of the autonomonsly adwiinistered Kirbi peaple, diwelling mostly in the sonthearsern
hills of Karbri Anglong in Assam, whase literury and eultural representations over the lust
decade articulate dominint motifi of diffevence in their claims Jor an cshnic entity
distinet from the Ascaniese who earlicr sought to subsume them under a Larger inclusiviey
and perceived snenes, i? Paper interrogates the privileging of the monolithic society in
a pastnarional world and astempis to explain the validity af multiewtunl hees ageneity
as evidenced from the Karbi example.
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Keywords: Identity, difference, iribalism, monelithic society, nationalism,
otberniess, representarion, eshup-nationalisn.

In a recent demaonstration of sarorial politics, Rongbong Terang, educarionise
and wrirer, and president of the Asom Sahicya Sabha, the apex liverary sociery of
the state of Assam in the northeastern region of India, had to leave the venue afa
cultural festival in Upper Awam withour delivering his chief guest’s address'
The reason was apparently trivial — all about the choice of formal clothing at the
meeting — but disturbingly so. The organisers of the event prescribed for Terang
the “national” Awamese dress eode consisting of the dberi and durne, a radivional
male attire not extensively worn now, and unfavoured by the writer, which awsumed
a rather pertinent if prickly concern for the local commirtee resulting in an
embarrassing turn of events leading to his exit from the convention that afrernoon,
It is perhaps more than significant that Terang happens to be a Karbi, one of the
major hill tribes amon ti: many ethnic groups that live predominantly in the
southeastern district of Karbi Anglong in Assam.” While the parleys and instant
negotiations {as reported meticulously in the local press) following the confusion
over the dress-code berween the invited guest and the organksers seemed I:usu-ﬁml
that the moment was ill managed the subtexts reveal a more vexing reality abour
the stare of identities and the politics of belonging in the polyethnic and
multicultural socicties of present- day Assam.*

A straregically locared stare in the north castern comer of India, Assam
underwent major political and dem hic reconstitution when in the period
berween the sixrics and seventies some of its hill districts were granted separare
statchood and broke away from it. Many of these like Meghalaya, Mizoram,
Magaland and Arunachal Pradesh, now all *hill srates’, are inhabived by tribes
who had earlier been narurally accommodated in the erstwhile undivided srare
and formed a viral pare of Assamese culture and history. The colonial
administration’s method of scheduling what they considered peripheral areas from
the mainland of Assam during their annexation of the provinee is integrally linked
to the granting of stams such as “scheduled tribe” o the people who inhabived
these areas, The scheduling of the tribal communities in Assam came to be related
thus, as noted by an observer "in a way strangely reminiscent of the colonial
rationale, as much to the classic requirements thar defined a community s a
tribe {economic and social backwardness, remoreness and difficuley of access of
the habitat and such things) as to the scheduling of whole areas, once clawified as
Excluded and Partially Excluded™. Consequently, a hierarchical strucrure of
socicty emerged, di'n'ding the plains and hills of the region notionally 1o such an
extent that certain arcas came to be designared “ribal lands™ with their own ser of
laws further alienating the people of the hills from their counterparts in the plain,
both behaviourally and psychologically.

The idea of respect for communities and/or social harmony is thus, already
and inherently encoded inoo the hermeneurics of conduct of their constituent
individuals and a perfirmarive act such as Rongbong Terang's is easily read in
rerms of the “fulfilment or vialations of social, ceremonial or ritual expectations”,
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and often independently of the acrual intentions or desires of the actor* [ am
emboldened to make such a claim in the light of the strongly emotional and
somecwhat misplaced reactions of a section of Assamese sociery to the particular
incident referred to. This brings us then to whar is commenly addressed in the
northeast of India and elsewhere in the country as the ‘tribal question’ even in the
era perceived as thar of democrarie pluralism. 1n the post independent dispensation
of the birth of the narion, India’s unity and integrity was often sought to be
located in its homogeneous peoples mingling across the country with the
assumption that ‘different’ people be pushed back o the peripheries and made
inconsequential, as it were, Atcempts 1o render them invisible in the national
imaginary were dictated by the nationalists' fear that they may become ugly
deterrents in the road to capital and progress. The firse prime minisrer of India,
Jawaharlal Nehru's blune if lopsided contention thar the tribals of the northeast
be left alone and much to their own devices was cosmetically translated ineo a
constitutional policy of categorisation from which the Indian polity has never
really recovered. Further, this political practice irreparably created a schism in the
spatial history of the region arrificially drawing boundaries between the dweller
of the plains and his brethren of the hills although there has been a steady flow
back and forth among them in their narural and hisrorical processes of coexistence,
A long drawn struggle for auronomy by the Naga, a community of various ethnic
groups of the Tibero Burman family o the far south of Asam, for instance,
before Indian independence was perceived as a threar o the narion-state and
subsequently undermined by the national leadership’s aspiration for monolithic
unity.” Despite an ancient rradition of 3 plural sociery characterising che great
Indian civilisation the strange politics of eerrirory and control led to the emergence
of faultlines thar lay dormant until more recent times when secessionist and
separarist struggles began ro increasingly sweep the northesst.
Nowhere is this clearer than in che contemporary uncase with which the
hills people or tribes of Assam appreach questions of ‘oneness’ and solidariry
with the plainsmen. Peaple in Kasbi Anglong, one of the two hills districes of
prescnt Assam, are unequivocal abou their separateness from the Assamese of
the valley in terms of political power, privileges, representarions, ethnography,
education and economic development. Current conflicts in Karbi Anglong
festering for several years now have exacerbared this sense of growing alienation
that sharply divides the state. In an intercsting recent analysis of Karbi Asamese
relationship, for instance, and one that adds sufficient complexity to the stereotype
of an Assamese nationalism supposedly responsible for much of the carly rwentieth
century new intellectual wave in Assam, the figure of semsonsing Ingti, one of
the earliest of the educated visionaries of the Karh, communicy, has been resurrecred
te recall how the leader “dared w merge his lirele idea of 2 Karbi homeland with
the big idea of an India thar was struggling o free itself from colonial subjugation™
It is perhaps not without relevance that the wrirer of this fragment, also a hisrorian
reconstrucring the Karbi past, in a2 newly launched website evolkes the urgent
need of a community facing ‘amnesia’ 1o remember this lone nationalist wheo
imagined a polirical community for the Karbis and thejr unigy. In the crearion of
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separate states for the hills the people of Karbi Anglong however remained withour
agency as its demand for 2 homeland was hardly ameliorated by the bewildering
choices it faced: of joining Meghalaya, becoming an autonomous state or being
part of Assam. Obviously the Karbis rue their political destiny consequent upon
their decision to stay on as a districe {with an autonomous council) of Assam if
the present day stare of affairs in the hill region is any indication.

I wish to advance the idea of a recurrent fragmentation of the diverse
communities thar lies ar the heart of the skewed social matrix of Awam’s
contemporary culture. Clearly, the romance of the nation has outlived its uses
and in the new dispensation of segregation attended by an increasingly suspicious
climate of awkward coexistence, tribes and communities have dishanded from a
monolithic Assam into their own lintle exclusive enclaves, loudly demanding
separatencss from each other. The somewhar fragile idea of friendship between
the self and the ather is now seen to surface in altered terms as an older Assamese
hospitalicy towards or even subtle parronisation of the Karbi or for that matter of
other ethnic groups is now fraught and involves control of the alterity of the
other in a manner not unlike the famous postulation by Jacques Derrida that
relationships of hospitality are embedded in a colonial structure in which there is
always a master; someone who is a host and thus hospitality is always conditional
Thus the ideal connotations of the state of friendship already, if miink:n|}r.
perceived in the nation stare’s reconfiguration of peoples and verritories suffer
inevitahle erosion in the actual impossibility of its experience. Consequently, the
friend is rendered elusive and the older notion of oneness comes under challenge.
The possibility of an ideal, and, therefore by Derridean construction, an
‘unconditinnal hospitality’ is arguably impossible. My position on this is somewhar,
if slightly, different. I see the toll of damaged relationchips being shared sometimes
by those who witness these transitions, secietal, professional and personal. For
E‘cncra;in:ns whn i;n]l:hc.tiwl}' Tc,:.pn:_l-n-d 14 Enl;:iﬁif.}'ill-t'ﬂl:tﬁil‘:t rlu':r: i H.lwu._:.r.l
aspin!iun :rl,:ll ha.rml_'m}'. F|1r rr'ugi.w:n{'“ |;_|-!|-F|1$l ﬁ‘l:i'tr:-'ll:'.-l‘:i .:lll:l |!||:'l-.'|E:|iI'.=iiI!'].'. ] [h.ll!ldf-l.bl'l':'
argue that in spaces that are aliered often irreparably by circumstances, historical,
political and cultural, the need 1o question is evoked sometimes by the consciously
ethical belief in openness and wlerance, but for the most part, unconsciouddy in
the availability of an assured return 1o pre-conflict civiliny, The violence thar
hisrary subjects the memaories of citizens of nation-states to is, | imagine, soughe
to be undone ar gimes h‘r imagining a teversed |:i~:r|1-r_|.' ancl |1}' EVEn accepting
collective responsibility perhaps for the hostility of one community towards the
other. Most of these acts of contemporary society underpin a sociological
imagination that is as Zygmunt Bauman observes,

“a simultaneous reciprocal translation between private and public stories: a
translation of the individually faced and privately tackled problems into public,
collectively confronted issees and of public interesis into the individually pursued
life strategies”.(123-141)

To be sure, these are, however tenuous, signs of an ethical stance and, more
precisely, point 1o the existence of an ethics for social relations, at once individual
and of the community.?

Cumpm;riv..- I
Mishing vis-a-vis the
Khasis and H:].'-'E.]C'Sl
and positions in o
background that loc
poetics nfh:']nngjng

In his widely ac
the many impulses ar
“the heimlich pleasur
the Orther; the comfo
of taste, the powers
[ntroduction), It is
one who is differes
unknowability of th
communities in a sg
always already poser
independence of its v,
smacks of a Aagrane |
Orher, even as the mu
the ethnic narian. !
asserting culoural dif
CONtIgUOUS societies 1

Recent killings
nature of a xenophobi
community.'”? The g
understood as being le
pelitical groups in A:
licerary forms. While o
of oral historiography
lore, myth and the pe:

and the plea for a hom,
thart is common 1o mes
context The Karbi Sty
noted paolitical leader:
autonomy is particulas
Star)." The Karbi Lar
the Karbi Cultural $o
mobility and expanse
Roman seripe being ad
a demand made by th
aueonamy. Yer, it i nc
belong to a small but si




without
Sewildering
mee or being
fr upon
of Assam if

e diverse
af Astam'’s
d i3 uses
RISPICious
fed from a
demanding
gp berween
Asaimnese

g matter of
miry of the
Perrida that
ch there is
sditional.®
mesrakenly,
ses suffer
Tull [[j". I:I'I.-!
challenge.
stion, an
semiewhar,
somErimes
. Far
5 always
| therefoire
Bestorical,
masciously
ausly in
ce that
sought
CEpLing
ds the
gological

sories: a
o public,
pursued

B, Imire
mdividual

NEGOTIATIONS 81

Comparative responses from other sets of binaries, such as the Bode or
Mi.'clting vis-a-vis theAssamese, (both plains tribes) or say with respect to the Nagas,
Khasis and Nepalese, among others, all reveal different stages of identity crisis
and positions in rerms of boundaries of belonging ' It is against such a
background that locating the selfhood of ethnic peoples and their politics and

poetics of belonging assumes vital significance.
I
In his widely acclaimed Meuion and Narnition, Homi Bhaba has caralogued

the many impulses and instinets that shape the destinies of peoples, among others,
“the beimlich pleasures of the hearth, the wrbeimlich terror of the space or race of
the Orher; the comfort of social belonging, the hidden injurics of class; the cusroms
of taste, the powers of political affiliation; the sense of sodal order...”{1990:
Introducrion). It is often, the attempe to find oneself in the perspecrive of the
one who is different from the self and, more important, the fruseraring
unknowability of the other that sometimes determine the social belonging of
communities in a space of ideally imagined homogeneity. The nation then is
always already postnational: surging relentlesdly toward an expression of the
independence of its various groups and an emergent exclusionism whose downside
smacks of a flagrant harred by dominant communities of those perceived as the
Crther, even as the multicultural echos of plurality and liberalism notionally fights
the ethnic nation." The claims of multculturalism are therefore Janus-faced,
asserting cultural difference simultancously with a shared sameness amongst
contiguous societies thar aspire for self determinarion,

Recent killings in Assam's Karbi Anglong district threaren to assume the
nature of a xenophobic rage which turns tribe against tribe and communiry against
community.'* The growing Karbi resentment at the apachy of the stare largely
understood as being led by the Assamese who head the bureaucracy and dominant
political groups in Assam is being written into the contemporary cultural and
lirerary forms. While the Karbis have demonstrared great skill in their long tradition
of oral historiography celebrating a cultural life teeming in a rich diversity of
lore, myth and the performed cultures, recent aetitudes to the problem of identity
and the plea for a homeland articulare themselves in a consciously political rhetoric
that is commaon to most writings and representations seen as relevant to the present
context The Karbi Studenss’ Association (KSA) a prominent organisation fielding
noted palitical leaders and Karbi nationalists in the past to the cause of Karbi
auronomy is particularly unambivalent in its mouthpiece, Alindzp (The Moming
Star)." The Karbi Lummier Amei (Karbi Liverary Club) established in 1966 and
the Karbi Culrural Society founded in 1976 extended in these crucial times a
mobility and expanse not realised earlier. This was the year thar also saw the
Roman scripe being adopted for the Karbi language in place of the Assamese one,
a demand made by the Karbis in tandem with its larger aspiration for polirical
auronomy. Yet, it is no accident thar the most heard voices of the Karbi people
belong o a small but significant body of writers, poets, grammarians and folklorists
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who continue to write mostly in Assamese (something they have habitually done)
for it is also their way of ralking back to their neighbours from the plains. Rengbong
Terang, arguably, the most celebrated of the Karbi livverateurs is someone whose
novels adorn the bookshelves of every fiction- reading Assamese. The effortless
ease with which Terang straddles the twin worlds of hills and plains in his fiction,
of the Karhi and che Assamese, belies the mmp!-m.‘d social relations that have
overtaken the simpler coexistences of the past. While it may be pertinene w
question here the validity of representations somewhat innocent of the deeper
veuing issues of multiculuralism, or of the failure of ‘recognition’ of the ather, of
misplaced anger and thus of perpetrating violence, it is perhaps equally viral o
address the responsibility of the artist in attempting to bridge the divides of culrure
despite the contentious claims of a self-reflexive multiculiural sociery.” The self
and the other in this case, artended by the counter claims of sharing in and
resistance to the other, need to realign their goals in a terrain where these
imperatives can negotiate with cach other to arrive at new possibilities of being
and belonging.

Yet it is not difficult to imagine how literature and liverary representations
may sometimes occupy an ethical space by not secking to know final answers. For
every emotional and cultural space may not find its corresponding set of cognare
inhahitants who will share, empathise and understand: something that the
trajectory of Karbi - Assamese relations demonstrates in its beleaguering attempts
to come 1o terms with difference and samencss. As a sociologist observes, sensitive
literary exercives are thus atrended by an “ethics of hospirality (that) consists in
leaving unresalved guestions of ownership and belonging, and in it invitation to
share in this suspension of knowledge™." Perhaps writers are sometimes guilty of
the partaking of “partial rruths” thar colonial historians and echnographers have
fed generations of peoples of this mulriculoural region with: for the history of
tribal peoples is often also a denial of difference as much as it is a construction of
the ather."” Such erasure of difference has evidentdy taken a heavy roll on the idea
of who the ‘tribal’ is and in cthe present dispensation the need to retrieve the self
and selfhood of communities is thus wirnessed by a jerky assertion of
communitarianism through political formarions and other demonstrations, often
not fully understood by those who subscribe o it

I argue that the new culoures of post-national freedom accommeodare betrer
the boundary-less habitas of the global person and may help murn the norheast’s
zones of ethnic mistrust into plural spaces of cooperation. The multiculrural is
anywhere and everywhere, and the old instinct of secking to homogenise differences
is a furile exercise. [f recent narratives of Karbi hisrory or of liverary representations
are to be analysed then the cultural dichotomies with the Assamese are no longer
sharper; only more confident in their difference. In the marter of borrowing of
culwre, bright and bold motifs in the Karbi madidonal peticoar worn cusromarily
as a dress by women (called pind), for instance, have substinuted the carlier dull
designs and are today more ubiquitous among the young in Assam, If this is
artributed o the exigencies of fashion alone, we are likely 1o miss the symbolic
import of a self expression that requires no apology. Further, the Assamese woman's
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casy choice of donning a pini like skirt or a Dimasa wrap and wearing the traditions
of her hills-neighbour on her sleeve as a shared north-eastern cultural code surely
indicates, however slightly, the crossing of boundaries and the shifting of identities
in muleiculrural Assam. This in my view is not in the same category as whar has
been often recognised as Europes fascination with the exotic ‘other’. Rather it
seems to be more in mine with multeulturalism’s quintessentially enabling ideas
that are central to, and therefore available within, the pracrice of the disciplines
of acsthetics, art and literary history

I therefore believe that there is 2 widening space available in the Karbi-
Assamese ambir of transactions thar transcends the disconrents issuing out of
colonial history and the recent politics of identity, ethnic claims and belonging,
Evident clsewhere in this polyethnic zone are curious and often paradoxical
paradigms of sharing and syncretism, say among Manipuris and Nagas, the Khasis
and Karbis, the Khasis and Jaintias, the Assamese and the Bodos, among many
other sets of peoples and neighbourly communiries that are less ralked abour and
documented than the fact of division and disintegration thar is so widely circulared
in the media, social networks and in the mindscapes of the northeast of India. It
is this availability thar is proof of an ethics of responsibility and hospirality even
in the time of crisis, and which, more importantly, redeems the despair and hostility
of societies faced by a difficult history and the painful experience of transition in
OUr Contemporary times,

This paper is 2 modified version of 2 presentation made by the author at an
international conference on Milticultsralion, Conflict and Belonging at M field
Callege, Onflord Unirersity in Seprember 2009, The conference is part of the Ditersiny
dnd Recognition global research project of Interdisciplinary. Net of Oxford, UK.

Notes

The Asom Sahitya Sabha is checofficial literary body of the state of Assam
and convenes massive annual events, the first of these meets being held as
carly a5 in 1917, Claiming to be a non partisan, non-political organization, it
steees and mobilizes popular public opinion and debates an the ar, culsure,
liverasures and history of the people of Assam. The event referred to is an
annual agrarian festival, Phar Bifw, celebrated in May in the upper Avam
disericts which themselves have a fair share of ‘tribal' and ethnic population.
* The Karbis, formely called the Mikirs, neighbours of the Asamese of the
plains, are one of the more numerous and homogeneous of the many Tibero
Burman tribes living in Assam. They have been accorded the starus of 3
scheduled tribe’ under the Constitution of India.

See, Circetreer of India. Assam Stare. Unired Mikir and North Cachar Hills
districts. (ed) K.N.Dutr. Government of Assam, Gauhai, 1979, “The erstwhile
Mikir Hills subdivision which now constitute the Karhi Anglong was
constisuted out of the Partially Excluded arcas of the district of Sibwigar and
Nowgong , then known as the Mikir Hills Tracts and the Bhoi atea of the
United Khasi and Jaineai Hills predominandy inhabited by the Karbis with 2
vicw to bring the hitherto scamered people under one administration for their
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all round development™(p.2).

Sce Thhe Roarbis, (1908) From the papers of Edward Stackled) Sir Charles Lyall.
Mew Diedhi. Specorum Publications. Sce also, Peopde of fiatia: Aivam Val XV
Part 1(eds) BK Bosdoloi and RK Ashpuria. Archacological Survey of India.
Kolkara. Seagull Books, 2003(pp.373-379)

In Avsamn, the stare empowered Karbi Anglong and the adjoining MNorth Cachar
Hills a5 auronomous councils under the provisions of the Sixth Schedule of
The Constitution of India in 1995, following a long and growing demand
for starchood for the Karbis by the region’s dominant political parry, the
Auenomous State Demand Committee[ ASDIC), Karbi Anglong.

For a critical background to the culwral politics of Aszam and its people, see
El.njih Baruah, fradte ffgm'.'ut f]‘:lr'.ﬁf Aerame amad the Polivicr pfh'.;.rfpm!r'm
Philadelphia. University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999

M.5.Prabhakara, Tn the Mame of Tribal ldentines” Frondfine Vol 22. No 24
Mov 19-Dhec 2{2005)

See for an elaborate discussion of idensity in multiculiural contesrs, Colin
Bird, * Starus, dentity and Respect”™ Palitica! Theory Vol 32 No.2 (2004) pp.
207-232. Bird pits the liberal notion of ‘equal respear” for others against the
mulriculuraliog” sepect for ‘difference” and makes claims for a pluralist world
where the idea of identity is not always bound up with the question of sranas
and respect and may exist on independent terms.

Udayon Misra, Tie Periphery Strikes Hack: Challenges so the Nition srate in
A and Nugarbond, Indian Tnstituee of Advanced Study Simla. 1999
Dibrramping Tevon, A Tribute to Semoniing Tugei: Farher of Furbd Nosiomafion”
m.ﬁrrpj'u-umi.rrﬁmmnjwm verl (Accessod on 16207, This piece on the
“Father™ and “Founder” of Karbi Mationalism and scveral such other write ups
now available in the public domain recreare Karbi ethnography, hissory and
polity in an arrempe 1o mace the genesis and sociology of a communiey that has
remained in the shadow of its larger and more visible neighbours, the Assamese.
See, [ Drevrie, Of Hogpirality (Translated by Rachael Bowlhy) Stanford
Universiny Press. 2006

It may also help to recall here the Derridean theary of friendship’ wherein,
Derrida cites the primal “friendship prior o friendships, ineffaceable,
fundamental, bottomless..... of 2 being-t " unavailable in the present.
See also f Diereide, “The Politics of Friendship” The fournal af Philssopley, Vol
B5. Mo 11: 1988, pp 632-644

It is interesting to compare this with Hannah Arendr’s notion of friendship,
often commented upon by social thinkers, which signifies a companionship,
necessarily political, with athers as equal partners in a community common
to them. In Hammeh Arendr, “Philosophy and Polities™ Social Recearch
57,1990, ppR3-34

I write this from my own experience in recent months with acquaintances
and scrangers alike, from Karbi Anglong who flooded me with instinctive
and ready responses to queries abour their society and the reasons behind our
presently frayed social fabric. Their honest and genuine need 1o speak about
our shased predicament indicates the availabiliey of an ethics of respensibility
that | am arguing for.
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See, dygmunt Bﬂl.l.rnm.'ﬂh'll'ng Elusive Sociery ™ Frtermatisnal Jowrsal of
Podlirics, Crelrure and Sociery.No 18: 2005,p.123-141

The scope of this paper does not peumit a dewsiled discussion of problems
relating ro these separate ethnic clusters of people sharing neighbouly relarions
within and immediately ourside Asoim, Among the other prominent tribal
groups cohabiting with the Asamese are the Bodas, the Mishings, the Dimasas,
Kacharis, the Deuris, the Rabhas, Tiwas and Garos, while the Khasis
dominantly stay in Meghalaya and the Nagas in Nagaland, both of which are
separate linguistic hill staes formed out of the ersewhile undivided Assam,
Nepalewe people are however scattered all over Assam 2nd alea in the adjoining
hill seates of Meghalaya, Magaland and Arunachal Pradesh. See Leople of Turdia:
Asiern Vol X1 op.cir.,

In, Multiculturatiom, Liberaliom aud Democrinpleds) Rajeev Bhargava, Amiya
Bagchi, B Sudarshan{1999) Oxford University Pucss, 2008, the ethnic nation
i ohserved as being distinguished by a political cadreship based on * euleural
and emotional links and where cultural difference and the corresponding
lack of warmth it induees becomes reason for excluding people from
membership in a political communin.® (24)

In the past four years, Karbi Anglong, among ather adjoining areas of the
region, has been witness to such hate exercises, with regular worching of entire
villages of one tribe by another and even hacking to death of innocent
couniryfolk in what has come to be seen a5 an echnje cleansing mission in the
mortheast of India.

The Karbi Students’ Association was formed on 21 July, 1959 and within five
years in 1964 Kirled Rito Adorbar or Karbi Youth Association was constituted,
Berween these two major organizations, the new political and cultural
imagnation of the progressive young minds of the community found its vaice
b articulating the aspiration for autonomy and a separate Karbi identicy.
Rongbong Terang’s Rougeilir Hienbil 1984)which remnaing one of the most
widely read novels in Assamese, is sbout the Karbis and their simple agrarian
lives suddenly disturbed by the invading cunning and capital of the plains,
Terang’s novel, however, endures for his human story tanscending borders
and all differences,

Obviously, CharlesTaylor's famous thesis that our identity is shaped by
recogition of its ahsence, ofien by the “misrevognition” of athers is the point
of reference from where the present argument builds. See, Charles Taylor,
Multizelouralion and the Politics af Recugnizionled) Amy Gurmann, Princeron
University Press. 1996

Colin Davis," The Cost of Being Ethical: Fiction, Violence and Afrericide®
Comman Knmwledge. 9.2(2003)241-53

Writing Culture: The Nocticy and Polisics af Etfnagrapfileds), James Clifford
and George E Marcus, University of California Press, 1986(Introduction)
Clifford states thar ethnographic reports like all acts of feproscatation are
finally only “partial truchs™; for power and history work through them, in
weays their authors eannoe fully contral{(p7}
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Introduction

In 2005 the Boston-hased poetry journal Fulerum publiched an anthology
of Indian English poctry edited by Jeet Thayil, Give the Sea Change and Jt Shalf
Change: An Anthology of Tndian Pociry in Englich (195] -2005) had fifty six poets
and was easily the most comprehensive anthology of Indian English poetry to
appear till then. Two expanded versions of this anthology are now available: 60
Indran Poers, published by Penguin India in 2008, and The Bloadave Book of
Contemporary Indicn Poets, which alse came out in 2008, with sevenry three
poets. Unlike previous anthologies like R Partha sarathy’s Tew Tioewsieoh Century
Inetian Foets (1976) and A. K. Mehrotra’s The Ouford India Anthology of Tivelve
Modern Indian Poets (1992) which (as their titles indicare) were highly exclusive,
Thayil's efforts have given us a fuller sense of the scope and achievement of
Indian English poetry while focusing welcome attention on lost, neglected and
underrated poets.
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In a newspaper interview given afier the appearance of the Fulorum bsue
and before the publication of 60 fndian Poers, Thayil explained the need for an
inclusive anthology of Indian English poerry:

I don't know why Indian poetry has been so clannish, so fragmented... We
have seen slivers of Indian poctry, tiny parts of the whole — women poets,
the younger poets, post-independence poets, diaspora poers; different
“versions” of Indian poetry, its so fragmented, so clannish, and ir's only
when you put it all together that you realise Indian poetry is an enormous
thing. (Roy 2006)

However, it is significant that Thayil has steadfastly refused o include the work
of the Shillong-based poets Robin Ngangom, Desmond Kharmawplang, and
Kynpham Sing Mongkynrih in successive versions of his anthology. His failure to
make room for the work of these poets has implications thar go beyond the issue
of being fair to a few individual poets, It arguably hampers our understanding of
the heterogeneity of Indian English poetry even as it reveals certain limitations of
a body of writing thar A. K. Ramanujan (the most self-critical of Indian English
poets) once compared o highly evolved but vulnerable deep sea fish: "It [Indian
English poetry] often reminds me of certain deep sea fish that can only live in a
narsow band adapred to a cerrain depth, they neither go up nor down - and if by
chance they are thrown up to the surface, they burst their bellies — they can’t
stand the change in presure”™ (Kulshrestha 2004: no pagination).

Bias against political poetry

Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Kynpham write poetry that is often overtly
political. In his introductory essay, "One Language, Separated by the Sea”, Thayil
says that his aim was to produce an all-inclusive anthology: "Indian poetry,
wherever irs writers are based, should really be seen as one body of work. Toward
that ambirion, this anthology includes poets who live in Denmark, France, Canada,
Awstralia, the Unived Stares, China, the United Kingdom ~ and India™ (Thayil
2008: xvii). Thayil gives us poets who live and write in Mew York, New Drelhi,
London, Itanagar, Bangalore, Berkeley, Goa, Sheffield, Lonavals, Montana,
Aarhus, Allahabad, Hong Kong, Montreal, Melbourne, Calcutta, Connecticur,
Currack and various other places. Bur despite the novelty of its global ambition,
Thayil’s anthology is of the familiar and conventeonal kind: it is clearly bounded
by nation (“Indian”, no matter how broadly defined) and chronology
("contemporary™). The claims of completeness that Thayil makes seck to validare
his anthology as representing the nation in all is complexity (and, by implication,
contradictions). Bur the exclusion of Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Nengkynrih
means they are given no role in constructing the national imaginary. Thayil's
refusal to include the work of these three poets is rather like New Delhi's reluctance
to listen to the demands of the politically restless groups and communities of the
Mortheast, Thar a prevalent bias against political poetry resulted in the exclusion
of Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Mongkynrih becomes obvious when we

consider the poems of
MNaortheast Thayil incl
Bangalore, she was be
there in Streer on the £
Head (2007, her maic

sterility of small-town

We come in h

Strerched oves

Its greasy gara
Its melancholi

With their m:

)
Life’s not mov

i, who lives in
and “neo-romantic in
exoticize Arunachal Py
fiction gives us a very «

I will eeenemb
of deaf womer
in the first sto

Mamang Dhi and
]:ll:l“l'.i-l:ﬂ] [T din:q]:,.- i

Poetry with roots
Shillong has a nu
5. Guha, Almond D, 5
Rynthathiang, to nam
Kynpham are the besz
and dominant strand.
including Chanalrabb,
Saatesmn, He has three
(1994), and Tihe Desire
Tawchitone (1988) and .
(1992) and Steve (19%
invited 1o give readings
languages, Indian and
Shankar Shah-Raghuna
for his contribution 1o
A few cavears are
el fLOE wWrite pﬂ“l:i.-r_:ll pe
af MNgangom, Kharmav
individual differences




U LSS
geed for an

emred, . W
i,
different
s its only
EDOFMIOLS

the work
z, and
failure 1o
thie psue
mading of
rions of
Engfish
i [Indian
Eve in a
and if by
ey cant

evertly
. Thayil
[T,
sy
Cansda,
F Thayil
Dielhi,
VEATId,
ot
pwtion,

HEGOTIATIOHNS 9

consider the poems of Mamang Dai and Anjum Hasan, the two poets from the
Northeast Thayil includes. Though Hasan (the younger of the two) now lives in
Bangalore, she was born and raised in Shillong and writes abour growing up
there in Sireer on the Hill (2006), her first book of poems, and in Lwmatic in My
Head (2007), her maiden novel, In her poems Hasan tackles such themes as the
sterility of small-town exisrence:

W'e come in here from the long afternoon

Stretched over the town's sloping roofs,

Its greasy garages and ice-cream parlours,

Its melancholic second-hand boakshops

With their many missing pages.

Life’s not moving. (“To the Chinese Restaurant™ 167)

Dai, who lives in Iranagar, writes poetry that has been called “old world™
and “neo-romantic in essence”. She has a way with words but her rendeney 1o
exoticize Arunachal Pradesh makes it seem to exist in a mythic time warp (her
fiction gives us a very different picture):

[ will remember then the ﬁﬂin;g VoLCes
of deaf women framing the root of light

in the first stories to the children of the tribe. (*The Missing Link” 37)

Mamang Dai and Anjum Hasan are talented poets but they do not address
political issues directly in the way that Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Kynpham do.

Poetry with roots

Shillong has a number of poets who write in English: Temsula Ao, Ananya
$. Guha, Almond D. Syiem, Indari Syiem Warjri, Esther Syiem, and Donbokdang
Rynthathiang, to name only a few. However, Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and
Kynpham are the best known and their political poetry constitutes a distincrive
and dominant strand. Ngangom's poems have appeared in many journals,
including Chandrabbaga, Indian Literature, Kavypa Bharati, Verse, and New
Stttesinuint. He has three books of poems: Words amd Silesce (1988), Timer Croonoonds
(1994), and The Desire of Roors (2006). Kharmawplang has two books of poems,
Touchstane (1988) and Here. Nonghkynrih has two collections of poems, Moments
(1992} and Sieve (1992). The three are soughr-after poets in the region, often
invited 1o give readings, and their poems have been translated into a number of
languages, Indian and foreign. In 2008 Nongkynrih was given the fiese Veer
Shankar Shah-Raghunath National Award by the government of Madhya Pradesh
bor his contribution to eribal arr and creative writing,

A few caveats are in order. First, there are a2 number of Shillong poets who
de nor write political poetry. Second, it should be stressed that a collective account
of MNgangom, Kharmawplang, and Nongkynrih tends to erase some significant
individual differences berween the three poers. A third qualification is tha
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MNgangom, Kharmawplang, and Nongkynrih are not single-theme or exclusively
political poets; they also write on subjects like love and human relationships.
Nongkynrih, for instance, has the cheeky love poem “Lines Written to Mothers
Who Disagree with Their Sons’ Choices of Women™; “Leave cherries to winter,
mother, / Love to scasoned lovers™ (156). And Ngangom has the moving "A Poem
for Maorher™

Forgive me, for all your dreams
of peace and rest during your remnant days
I enly turned out to be a small man,

with small dreams and leading a small life. (25}

However, the three poets feel they have an obligation to write abour the crucial
contemporary problems of their region. They therefore write about terrorism,
insurgency, human rights abuses, environmental and ecological concerns, erosion
of tribal values, and the corrupt politician-businessman-bureaucrar nexus, This
pives their work a distinct identity and a strong sense of being rooted, qualiries
not often encountered in Indian English poetry. For example, Nissim Ezekiel has
been called “a Bombay poet writing in English”. But despire Ezekiel’s well-known

commitment to the ciry, his is a curiously reference-less Bombay poetry.

Witnessing

Mgangom and MNongkynrih have joindy edited a book entitled Anrfology af
Conicmporiary Pociry from the Northeast (2003). It provides a representative
sampling of the work of the Shillong poets and also of other pocts from the
region like Yumlam Tana from Arunachal Pradesh and Mona Zote and H.
Ramdinthari from Mizoram. (Incidentally, the anthology also has English
translations of poems by pocts who write in Khasi, Manipuri, Kokborok, Assamese,
Bengali, and Hindi.) In their Editors’ Mote, Ngangom and Nonglkynrih have
argued that the expressive concerns of the writer from the Northeast cannor be
the sime as that of a writer from ebsewhere in India: “The writer from the Northease
differs from his counterpart in the mainland in a significant way, While it may
not mike him a betver writer, living with the menace of the gun he cannor merely
indulge in verbal wizardry and woolly acsthetics bur perforce master the are of
witness” (Nongkynrih and N m 2003: ix-x.). Given this view, it is nor
surprising thar the work of the Shillong poets is often insistently political. Though
Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Non ih frequently use the romantic lyric
they prefer to ground it in pelitcs.

Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Nonghkynrih are dismissive of the wark of
English and American poets. Though the three are former students of the
Department of English, North Eastern Hill University (WEHLU), Shillong and
Ngangom and Nongkinrih now teach English lireracure there (Kharmawplang is
with WNEHU's Centre for Cultural and Creative Studies), the poets they feel close
to are Pablo Neruda, Creslaw Milosz, Mahmoud Darwish, and Yehuda Amichai.
This list, which has several pocts who were displaced, suggests thar the poets
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Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Nongkynrih like are these who write poetry of
the public and political kind. Their own poems communicate a sense of being
written on behalf of a communiry (even when they are sometimes bittedly crirical
of their people). Thart the work of the three Shillong poets belongs to a specific
context and location probably needs no demonstration. However, this aspect
makes it quite different from metropolitan Indian Englich poetry which often
gives us a sense of the individual (solitary) poer addresing the single reader. It is
significant that it was the “regional” Jayanta Mahapatra who was an carly champion
of the work of the three Shillong poets, particularly the poetry of Ngangom,
rather than the “cosmopolitan” Ezekiel,

Poems “riddled with bullers”

The troubled political situation in the northeastern states is reflecred in the
poctry of Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Mongkynrih. Their poctry speaks of
the problems of insurgency, conflict and oppression, The pocts are often angry
and sarire is a weapon they frequently use. Mongkynril's “When the Prime Minister
Visits Shillong the Bamboos Warch in Silence” has been described by Arundhari

Subramanian as "a masterpiece of acerbic understarement™

When Prime Minister Gujral

planned a visit to the city

bamboos sprang up from the pavemenes
like a welcoming commirtee,

But when he came, he was
only the strident sounds
like warnings in war-rime bombings.,

some say he dropped
like a falling sear

and was sighted by a few
disgrunted leaders.

they wondered

what he could have seen
of the land

what of the peaple

only the bamboos watched in silence
oo used to the antics of men. (159)
. Ngangom's poems are = a5 he says in “Last Word” — “riddled with bulless™ (9.
In "The Strange Affair of Robin § Ngangom”, he describes a visit to his native
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I.‘i'{aﬂipu.r. I.".l'f"J._[:ﬂd h'.'" the conflict berween the Indian armed forces and :i|tl.:,|rg|: miEs:

When | turn with a heavy heart
towards my bumning land,
the hills, woman, scream your name.

instead cli I}'-Jur musk
I inhale the acrid smoke
of gelignite and pyres. (67)

In Manipur much human sutfering and loss of life can be artribured to the
extraordinary Armed Forces (Assam and Manipur) Special Powers Act (AFSPA)
which empowers the armed forces to shoot to kill on the basis of mere suspicion.
However, there is also the competing, militant nationalism of the anti-Indian
“revolutionary” outfits. Patriotism “is admiring / the youth who fondles grenades”
(“Strange Atfair” 69). In "Narive Land” Ngangom relates his numbed reacrion o
an act of terrorist violence:

First came the scream of the dying

in a bad dream, then the radio report,

and a newspaper: six shot dead, rwenry-five
houses razed, sooeeen beheaded wich hands ried
behind their backs inside a church. .

[ ceased thinking
ot abandoned children inside blazing huts

still waiting far cheir parents.

I burnt my truth with them,

and buried uneasy manhood with them,
| did mutter, on some far-off day:
*There are limits”, but when the days
absolved the burchers, [ continue o live

as if nothing happened. (154-55)

“MNative Land” shows us how facile the distinction berween political and
personal poetry can be: the poet-speaker is led 1o introspect on his humanicy by
an event that has occurred in the political arena. The poem, an act of imaginative
rather than actual witnessing, involves the reader in a similar process act of
witnessing and introspection.

“Recorder of bitter things”

A desire to communicate directly is evident in Desmond Kharmawplang's
use of the private yer public mode of epistolary address. In “Letter to a Dear
Friend", he describes himself as a “recorder of bitter things” and speaks of the
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corruption of politicians and the impact of development on the environmene:

They are a peculiar breed, the leaders =
they have an cel for a rongue,
a mint for 2 brain,

When vou wrire next,

I may have some interesting things to
report — may be about the advent

of acid rain or even the disappearance of
some villages for the mining of

a rare mineral. {31)

Though "Letter to a Dear Friend" was wrirten almost two decades ago, it
has become all the more relevant in the context of the current agitation against
uranium mining in Meghalaya.

In “The Conquest”, Kharmawplang voices the anger felt by the Khasis ar
the impact of colonialism on their life and land, The stare of Meghalaya was
created in 1972 1o empower the tribal people and give them some control over

their destiny bur Kharmawplangs poem expresses resentment and frustration at
anaother kind of "conquest™

Quite suddenly, the Bricish left.
There was peace, the sweet
smell of wet leaves again.

But in the wavering walk of time
there came those from the sweltering plains,
from everywhere.

You stricken Land, how they love
your reeming soil, your bruised children.
One of chem told me, “You know,
yours is a truly metropalitan city™, (135)

This poem is intended as a wake up call for the indigenous popularion, (It
is of course disturbing to the “oursiders” who consider Shillong home, Siddhartha
Deb’s fine novel The Poine of Return gives us the other side of the story: the
version of the interlopers in Kharmawplang’s poem.)

“I have known you a long time, my brother"

It is conventional o think of Indian English poetry as a largely personal
poctry. In facr, this is believed 10 be its strengeh. As Bruce King's very influential
account has it, while the carlier poess had made a false start by consciously
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ateempring to be Indian and nationalist, Ezckicl, A.K. Ramanujan, and Dom
Moraes created an authentic body of work by turning away from political and
public themes and writing instead abour their personal lives and selves. A perusal
of 68 Indtan Posis for the Blsadioe book) will confirm dhar chis eradidion continues
in the new generation of poets. Bur this means that Indian English poctry has
consciously rurned its back on a role that poetry has aften fulfilled in non-Anglo
Saxon countries. [ts emphasis on the personal, and the consequent valorization
of values like understatement and irony, derives mostly from British and American
models of poetry which have dominated Indian English poerry. Bur merely to
mention the names of Derek Walcore, Pablo Neruda, Faiz Ahmed Faiz, Yehuda
Amichai, and Mahmoud Darwish is to be reminded of poetry’s potential and its
public role. Incidentally, the refusal to be polirical is of course itself a political
pessition; the apolitical Indian English poet is in fact a covently polirically writer.
Ezekiel's poetic vision, for example, is entrenched in the politics of survival and
neatly fits in with the Nehruvian paradigm of a secular sociery, mived economy,
and nen-alignment in international politics.

In his Memgire, Neruda writes:

When [ wrote my first lonely books, it never entered my mind thar, with
passing years, | would find myself in squares, streets, factories, lecture
halls, thearers, and gardens, reading my poems. [ have gone into practically
every corner of Chile, scartering my poetry like seed among the people
of my country. (253)

MNeruda aleo mentions how a coal miner in a remoce part of Chile, emerging
from underground, greeted him with the words: I have known you a long time,
my brother™ (171). That poetry has had, and continues o have, a similar position
in our eulture and politics is clear when we think of certain Indian poeric traditions
and contexts. For instance, the high proportion of poetry in lists of publications
banned by the government afrer 1857 indicaves how it had become a namral
vehicle for the expression of narionalist sentiment in colonial India. It was a
shared language thar made ir posaible for Meruda v compare his poems wich
seeds. As we noted carlier, the work of the Shillong poets is written on behalf of,
and is addressed 1o, their communiries. Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and
Monglynrih can presume 1o do this because the same social and cultural facrors
thar have made Shillong the "rock capiral of India™ also ensure a climate in which
English language poetry can be written with the expectarion of grearer recepuviry
than in most parts of the country.

Ramanujan’s likening of Indian English poetry to deep sea fish suggests its
(deliberacely) circumscribed social and aestheric bounds. Conrasting the work
of Indian English poets with that of cheir counrerparts in fiction, Ramnanujan
remarked thar there was nothing "like the efforts of Raja Rao in Kenshapana ro
write a Kannada English, or Desani vo write a full-blooded comic Indian English”
{(Kulshrestha 2004: no pagination). (Midwights Children was sull in the furure
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when he made these comments.) It is difficult 1o agree entirely with Ramanujan;
certainly his apparent prescription to write “comic Indian English™ can be objecred
to. {Ezekiel's effores in that direcrion were not oo happy.) But Ramanujan’s poine
ahout the Indian English poet’s isolation is surely valid: "Most of us who wrire
for some reason or other in English have probably written ourselves into the
margin...we alwo ger separated Egmm the great community of people in Indis”
[Kulshrestha 2004; no pagination). It is striking thar despire ,-almring a OGN
linguistic simuation the Indian English novel, in contrast o poetry, has shown
ambition. There is no equivalent in Indian English poetry to the kind of
interrogation of nation and hisrory which we find in the Indian English novels of
the 1980s and 1990s. On the odd occasion that the Indian English poer has
sought to engage with larger issises, it has been very modestly done. In facr, the
very limited ambitions of the pocts is often reflected in the very tiddes of the few
poems which comment on public issues, as for example Ramanujan’s, “Smel!
Seivie Reflections on a Grear House™ (which is often read a5 a “national allegory™)
and Ezekiel’s *Background, Camally” (in which he makes his famous commitment
o stay on in Bombay and India). Little wonder Indian English poetry lacks an

LAy,

The three Shillong poets vs. “the Bombay poets”

The poetics at work in the poetry of Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and
Nongkynrih differs from that of the Anglo-American world which has so long
dominated Indian English poetry. So perhaps it should not surprise us that Thayil
<xcludes Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Nongkynrih or that an earlier anthologist,
Ranjir Hoskote, did not include the three in his anthology of fourrcen
Contemparary pocts, Keasons for Belanging (2002). Thayil admits wo a preference
for “craft” (Thayil 2008: xviii.). Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and MNongkynrih
write poetry that is narrative and emotional: they also make statements in their
poems. This kind of poetry runs counter to the raste of “the Bom bay poets”, who
generally prefer intellectual poetry and a playful use of language, (The function
of the inverted commas is to acknowledge thar you can live and wrire in the
metropolis formerly known as Bombay withow being a “Bombay” poer of the
kind just described.) From a metropolitan angle, Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and
Nonghkynrih may appear to be mere “regional versifiers”, even though they are
arguably mare “global” since they show the influence of poets, traditions and
sources that Indian English poets have gencrally avoided, Filorwm, which originally
commissioned Thayil to do pur together his anthology, secs irself as a global
forum for contemporary English-language poetry. But the exclusion of the Shillon
poets first from the Fulerum anthology and then from the Penguin and Bloodaxe
ones highlights the power and license given to intermediaries in an age of
“globalization” to define and filter the local. One notes a parallel here with the
NGO syseem with its similar dependence on mediators who are somerimes accusad
of deradicalizing local movements.

It was perhaps an carly realization of the need to ereate a conducive dimate
for the writing and reception of poetry of their kind of poetry thar led Ngangom,
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Kharmawplang, and Nongkynrih (especially in the first part of their carcers) w
found the Shillong Poetry Circle, arganize poetry readings, bring our poetry
miagazines and anthologies, and interact with ather poets whenever it was possible.
For instance, in 1992 Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Nangkynrih fcilitaed the
Welsh poet Nigel Jenkings visit to Meghalaya to research a book on the life of
Thomas Jones, the first missionary vo work among the Khasis, (Incidentally, Jenkins's
book, Tireugh the Creen Door, has interesting portraits of the poets), The resules
were mutually beneficially. Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Nonglyneih published
the work of five important Welsh poets in Dy, the journal of the Shillong Poerry
Society, and Jenkins was able to arrange a grant that made it possible for the three
poets to visit Wales and present their poetry o a new audience.

Conclusion

Introducing a recent edition of Arun Kolatkar's fefuri, Amit Chaudhuri has
argued that since Miduights Childven crivics of Indian English writing have stressed
works of the “monumental” kind ar the expense of other kinds of writing, He
suggests that Kolatkar's poem, which describes the poet’s journey to a small rown
near Pune famous for its remple of a locally worshipped god, can serve as a
representative text for writing of a different kind. Chaudhuri is not concerned
with political writing but he makes a valid point when he says that had other
kinds of writing received due attention “our view of Indian writing in English
would be a different, a more heterogeneous and unexpected one than it has been

in the last twenty-five years” (Chaudhuri 2005: xovi). This accusation can of

course be applied to Thayil and other anthelogists whose priorities and
perspectives, as we have argued, affect our perceprions of Indian Englich poetry.
That Indian English poetry is heterogeneous receives occasional recognirien in
the pages of small magazines and in papers and discussions ar poerry seminars
and conferences. Anthology-making however is important sinee it is the first step
in canon-formation. It is difficult o match the resources of a mulrinational
publishing house; Ngangoem and Nengkynrihs anthalogy cannor really couner
Thayil’s, Therefore one can only hope thar future anthologists of Indian English
poetry, especially those who aim 1o be comprehensive, will take on board the

of Ngangom, Kharmawplang, and Nonghynrih as well as those of others
ike, for instance, Meena Kandaswamy, the Dalit poet and acrivist.
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HISTORICAL FICTION FROM THE
NORTHEAST: METHODS, PRACTICES,
ADVANTAGES AND PITFALLS

Siddbartha Sarma

ABSTRACT. This arsicl attempts 1 exarning the necessity for move works of bistarical
fiction from the Northeast, as well as gytems wring which a writer can create such a work.
It loaks ar methodologies and ereatments alveady wiilived by other autlors for nebjects in
differeve parts af the world, and whether these methodologies ave alio suived to the region.

It will alie look at unique tools and waditions of the Northease which might
either aid the writer in forging her narvative ov ace as legacies which stands o be
inderited in tevms of incerpretation af biscary Tt will alio examine shorteomings that
certiin syitens and pre-conceprions might offer ar burdles to creating a reaionably
conspelent work, citing exampies af otler marnatives from elrewbere,

Keywords: Historical fiction, bistory revirienism, research, bunofs, inhira,
Anom Kingdom, oral traition, jonenalists, bistorians, Second World Wi,
Myanmar/Burm, Naga Hills,

Body

It has long been an established fact, or rope rather — and dearly held by
peers and publishers from whar, for lack of a more suitable word, can be rermed
the mainstream—thar fiction from the Northeast, particularly in English, is the
fastest growing uncharted terrivory in Indian publishing as marters stand wday.
Whille the fertility of the well-springs, as well as the quality, of language fiction
from the several languages of this region has been undispured, it is the emerging
voice of English fiction writers, their themes and wrearment which is turning into
the last great frontier for rich pickings in Indian English liverarure. As | write this
I have just congrarulated Jahnavi Barua for her lavest novel, Rebirih, being selected
in the shortlist for the 2012 Commonwealth Book Prize, the second time this
book has featured in a prestigious award list after the Man Astan Prize last year. It
is a fair indicator of the shape of things o come.
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There are several genres being explored by this crop of our regional wricers,
but the one [ shall discuss is historical fiction. For obvious and regrerable reasons,
publishers rend 1o be more receptive to works by new authors dealing with eicher
insurgency (another trope abour the region beaten to death in the media and
publishing, revived and now being in the process of, shall we say, re-beaten) or
displacement, mirroring the standard exparriace Indian experience in English
fictiom, in which a possibly idyllic life in a hill town is contrasted with che
Mortheastern expatriate’s life in some interchangeable mainstream city, where
“variably fashionable marioneties jiggle and sing™ or “stereotyped images of
‘chinks'on bikes in search of beer and beef™ abound.

Inn such a state of affairs, one must examine the very narure of the different
societies that exist in this most remarkable region. With ethnic discord and crises of
self-identity and image as pronounced as ever, a society, as evidenced in ather rimes,
other places, tends to look towards its hisrory and that of its neighbours. In the case
of the Martheast, this evaluation acquires polirical overtones as witnessed in the use
of events of the past by different groups as justificarion of their current agendas.
Such political overtones frequently run the risk of leading ro historical revisinnism,
a subject we shall deal with subsequently. Therefore, a properly rescarched and
crafted work of historical fiction would be immensely helpful in leading ro a sociery’s
undcralam:ling of itself and, if done with tact, sagacity and even-handedness, possibly
rapprochement. In the context of the Nartheast, therefore, the necessity for more
works of historical fiction acquires a grear measure of urgency.

The genre irself has no concrete or dogmatic parameters, if one were w
examine some of the best examples of it from other cultures or even languages of
1|"|¢ world, Bmad]}' sp-:ai:.ing_ hisrorical !ﬁr:l!inn inwalves the use of hisrorical events
ar people, with different measures of aceuracy, in a fictionalised frameworle. The
only variation, going by this definition, is thus in the degree of hisrorical
authenticity of the narrative. It depends on the writer herself 1o decide where
known and verifiable facts stop and her own creation begins, Some choose 1o
paint in a mild authentic backdrop, while others go the opposite extent and ask
themselves just how much of true, verifiable and recordad hjin‘ll_‘r‘.l' can | inserr
into my tale and then weave my fictional characters and events seamlcssly into i
I can state here that I belong to the larter category, and an exploration of how
much of the envelope history can ler me fill is, 1 have discovered, a most rewarding
cxperience. Frederick Forsyth, former war journalist and one of the best-known
research-based thriller fiction writers once remarked ar a speech for literature
students thar a very interesting exercise goes thus: if there are a hundred parts 10
your narrative, and ninety-nine of them are true, well-known and umerly verifiable
by your reader, when you insert the last part, which is complerely fictional but is
also completely unvenfiable cither way, the fictional element becomes an organic
part of the whale and therefore acquires the aura of legitimare hisrory. This iz a
very challenging but enjoyable licde literary sleight-of-hand.

Rescarch, thus, plays a key role in determining the eventual quality of the
story, assuming other factors, such as the quality of writing of the author, are ar
an acceptably high standard. Most dedicated readers of hisrorical ficrion are by
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inference and in pracrice also professional hisrorians or amareur readers of historical
non-fiction, and therefore examine such fiction with a sharply critical, it nor
always objective, eye. Authenticiry, the consulration of reliable source marerial
and documents and the ability vo sifr through large masses of distracring incidental
dara are key assets during this stage of the work. Once again, writers can be
categorised by the degree of rigour of their research and their willingness to be
authenric. Some are content with securing the broader brushemrokes of events,
corresponding with those writers mentioned above in whose works authentic
hisrory is ar best incidental. Progressing through the different shades of increasing
rigour, we finally approach whar | call the "no-limits™ club: writers who arrempr
to, or will, ger every aspect and detail correct and verifiable. | oy o follow this
method not just because | believe it is fair on the reader, bur also because it is an
interesting exercise in dara gathering, interpretation and analysic,

Apart from the necessity of going through as much available source marerial
as possible and required, this group also believes in exploring the subject in the
field, a practice which can perhaps be termed method writing, In the course of
research for my debue novel, which is based in Upper Assam and the Maga Hills
during the Second Warld War, [ went th rough existing archival information and
works of ethnographic and anthropological scholarship and then travelled over
the region in question to get accurate ideas abourt terrain, geography, vegeration
and weather (for which [ had to time my travels with the season during which the
events in the novel had to take place). In order to enter the constitutions of the
characters | intended vo create, [ lived on the food and wore the clothes they were
eventually described as having in the novel (and which travellers of the early
19405 in the Naga Hills are recorded to have used), in the course of which [ hiked
the hills and camped in the open for a few days on a dier consisting entirely of
dried pork serips and unfiltered spring water from a rather decrepit goarskin bag,
a method [ would not recommend to anyone not having an indifferent and long-
suffering siomach. In order to correctly describe the workings of a certain mark
of an iconic rifle which plays a key role in the story, | bribed my way into Myanmar
and obtained thar rifle and corresponding authentic bulless which I then test-
fired. Combining the archival marerial with these experiences, the result was |
had a most grarifying time writing the novel later,

Certainly this last method comes with difficulties, the most significant being
whether the researcher will choose, if required, to commirt a serious breach of law
('serious’ being the key word here) or indeed any breach, or travel in areas with
law-and-order problems (I was assaulted by miliants in Manipur). If nor, a
modicum of academic rigour in archival and scholarly research also leads o
amassing of substantial dara, although the finer details and rexture might not
emerge as readily as while living in the field.

Rescarching in the Northeast for different periods of s history comes with
certain advantages and legacies which need 1o be appreciated. In the history of
Assam irself exist the burangss, unarguably the most detailed and consistent works
of state record of any culture in South Asia, counting similar traditions in the
kingdoms of Burma and those of the Khmer, for none of the larer saw the kind
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msrorical of long-term paolitical stabilicy that characterised the Ahom Kingdom. Ifit hadn't

if not been for the unformunate depredations of the minister Kirti Chandra Borborua in
=aterial the 17605 during the reign of Rajeswar Singha, these records would have possibly
ol survived intacr and would have given us a fanrastic and com plete portrayal of

Assams history since the early 13* cenrury. As things are, even the few thar survive
today are marvellous legacies and primers for us to inherit and o trear history as
a very sericus and painstaking exercise, a sharp contrast to Hindu traditions where
mythological works are cavalierly clubbed as frifizis, Among the key fearures of
note about the furnjis, which are of particular relevance to any histarical fiction
writer trom the region, is their extensive depth. Also, while the flbakor barua,
the person responsible for compiling, sroring and maintaining them, was a well-
known hierarch with a very significant post in the court, the acrual analysis,
contriburnrs and edirors mostly chose o remain unknown, This practice wis less
from fear of pressure or reprisal and more out of respect for the avowed objectivity
of these records, a goal which was scrupuleusly adhered to as the centuries rolled
past. Such an actitude, the treating of hisrorical record as a sacred and supremely
self-effacing enterprise is an ideal which needs ro be followed if their mantle is 1o
sit well on our shoulders.

Orcher societies have the ld.l'liq_IJL‘ i].d'r.dll!i.y'.‘- ihherent in oral maditons, |'|u.n1=|:|.-
their beliefs, practices and hisrories (although the latter would inevitably acquire,
over generations, the patina of myth and legend) were immediate and raw becanse
they never encountered the possibility of being fossilised through codification,
Hisrory as a living entiry has its own charms.

When it comes to accessing records and documents of the colonial era,
however, one must beware of the dangers of revisionism. It has been scen larehy
that the records and accounts of colonial scholars on the Northeast are being
summarily dismissed as unfair ar best and outright fabrication at warst, keeping
in line, perhaps, with the general Indian post-colonial rendency of negarting, if
one may call it that, the works of the British, This is somewhat unfair. While
accessing these works one must keep in mind thar any colonial or proselytising
agenda of the Raj’s scholars was merely a reflection of their times and nor an act
of academic villainy, One is free 1o choose the portions relevant and helpful to
onc’s praject from such source marerial, while being conscious of the more obvious
instances of propaganda. While reading | P Millls' The Ao Nagate, part of his mulri-
volume study into che major Naga eribes, [ was struck by the magnitude of the
man's enterprise. He had mavelled over the areas of influence of the Aos, recorded
their beliefs, myths and culrure and drawn clear demarcations of their different
ranges or provinces, called Fong. A researcher can easily refer to these and compare
with Ao demographics today ro understand changes in their sociery since the
1920s. Mills simply left no ambiguity in the scope of his work. While deciding
on one of the two maps | eventually included in the novel, 1 picked a certain
portion of the Naga Hills which was clearly drawn by hand by Mills himself
based on his own surveys of the terrain, I then took a high-resolurion saellire
terrain map of the same area and placing one over the other discovered thar Mills
had gotren every single landform correct in size, gradient and altitude. Mills'

S DS
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map, which T wanted to re-draw by hand for my manuscripr, was so complex |
Wwent wil:h {hp: w.g.icr upninn.. 1.'|.'|'|-|:.:|'| L';wlhjr tlllf' rc:rjt:l' Wi]l !ﬁnd l!hr. i'.il.!.‘.l.li!.-r.' IT.|:I.|:I il'.l
the novel insread. [ had been bested by a long-dead Bririch surveyor,

But when it comes o sections such as where he notes with relief that the
thick jungles of the Ao foothills prevent “devious Assamese plaimmcn""‘ frosem
journeying into the more innocent uplands, the rescarcher will certainly use his
discretion and skip the passage withour rarnishing Mills' entire canvas and thus
missing his actual achievement as a chronicler. This line applies equally 1o other
eolonizl era scholars.

Following rescarch, the principal problem is usually ironic: too much data, To
work around this, the writer needs o be able to think on her feet abour the exact
parameters of her project so that the merely incidental or burdensome can be culled
out immediarely. Photographs are one such area where only a small percentage of
the toral crop will be effectively urilised (since we live in an age when digital
photography permirs us 1o ke unlimited pictures for later editing). The sooner
such culling is done, the faster one can proceed with analysis and framing,

Having looked at ways and means, it is firting to examine some works which
are actual hiworical fiction and some which, stricedy speaking, are not. For a
novel might be bated in an earlier period bur might not sarisfy any of the criceria
we have examined. Biren Bhattacharyyas Yerwfugum is a classic example in this
context, A a work of Asamese literature, it has certainly earned its position as a
milesrone and justifiably has a eolr starus. Bharracharyyas skills as a writer are
unquestionable and neither, perhaps, is his understanding of the human mind
and relationships. However, it is not a work of hisrarical fiction. The acrual history
of the period in which his novel is based, the Second World War and the coming
:rr l:h:' j:p;nq’.;.:, is not :'.l;p'nn:d a% m1,:||;J'!| =19 I!E'l.-c n:l:.ti-l’“m'i]'!ip |!r|:|!we'c|| I]!r:']-'.lr'lgk.hul
Maga girl Sarenka and the boy Rishang, It can be :-'%ua:d that the theme of intense
love, violation of the female protagonist by powerful forces thar invade a happy
existence (in this case a Japanese soldier), rejection by the aggrieved male
protagonist and the element of lots could have just as easily been set in another
time, another people. While such universality and interchangeability mighe be
seen as a reasan for a novel's universal appeal as a work of pure literature, it must
justify its “historical' rag as well. And what an opportunity Bhattacharyya had.
He was in the Maga Hills by 1950, when the scars of the war had hardly begun o
heal and MNaga society was undergoing such change. He could just as casily have
brought out the position of that small patch of the planet in the global scheme of
things, of how world history shaped and moulded an emerging Naga consciousness
fﬁldlﬂu.gh ] b-:g,inning,s went back even further, oo a previous global war), Instead,
whar we get is a love story, beautifully rold no doubt, but withour the added
arrracrions that historical fiction pre-supposes.

And there is the question of his prejudices 1oo, which need not be seen through
the prism of revisionism ar all. “In his p.rqf.:l.ﬂ to the u{ig'na] Assamese version of
Yaruingam, Birendrakumar Bharacharya (sic) declares that his stay with the
Tanglhul Nagas was an areempt to understand their way of life. Bur he found it as
difficidr as dealing with a stong thar ean't be fifeed, Disclaiming char his love for their
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way af live (sic) was a love for primitivenes, he yet goes on to say that in their
primitiveness he glimpses constituents of the quest for a new life. He says thar the
Nagas too are a people, bur a different kind of people, bencath the facade of
uncompromising iron will lie the beauty of a timeless humanness, These apparent
contradictions in his preface clearly peints (sic) our thar the author was on uneven
ground, a territory that he was not familiar with,” {Frafios in eriginad source)’

Bhattacharyya, going by this seholar, has apparently failed in a proper
anthropologic and ethnographic u nderstanding of his very subjecrs, biy his reference
to their “primitivenes” and therefore playing up that haggard old rrape of the
noble savage, seeking in them the “humanness” beneath the "uncompromising
iron” which he believes to be the key definer of 4 “people”, not appreciating che
fact thar, in cerain societies and certain breeds of men, iron is a part of their
human condirion, Acting with the peet’s bliche :!Euc;.]_[:[ for the cald and hard
facts of genuine hisrary, Bhattacharyya compromises the historicity and ethnic
genuineness of his tale by Fusing it with his preconceptions as coloured by, fiestly,
his own background as a plainsman from a different culture, and secondly by a
version of whar civilisarion and primitivencss are, This, toa, is 2 kind of revisioniim,
although ironically it ook place just afrer the actual history had played our in
thar region. Ir is bewildering, really, for he was a witness to that era and char
generation, he did not have to undergo the brural exercise of recreating it in his
initial homework, and his understanding was apparently nor tempered ar all by
his profession as a reacher among the Nagae,

One may contrast this with a comparatively lesser-known and almost as
well-written novel of the same pericd, geographically a lictle more 1o the essr:
Jangam, by Debendranath Acharya. Coming three decades Larer, Acharya narraces
a journcy by displaced farmers from then Burma into India in advance of the
Japanese Army. It is, more than a tale of placement, one of disequilibrium, sIriving
and search, perfect themes o be explored in such times. The addition of British
characters brings in more nuances to the narrative and an indication of a wider
worldview. While his research was not entirely up 1o scrarch (terrain is wrong in
many places and so is flora) his intentions are clear. It is a story that just could not
have been set anywhere else in any other time. That is the hallmark of true hisrorical
fiction, His effort shows in his descriptions and dialogues. Interestingly, like
Yariingam, this novel oo went on to win the Sahitya Akademi Award, although
awiards are hardly yardsticks for derermining literary merit. And yet Langaen hardly
finds mention when it comes to instant recall of histosical fiction from this region,
possibly because, fed as we have been on the Indian film industry’s unbearably
soppy and insipid romances, it is to such n:l.i:iﬁ}l'l'ships thar a fiction reader cleaves,
and not to others, or acher experiences nor mirrored in OUF MOE prosaic existence,

Arup Kumar Ducea's The Boy Wi Becare King, written in English, is another
good example of efforeless fusion of known and verifiable history into a
fictionalised work, for the pretagonist, the Bamuni Konwar of the Ahom
Kingdom, is a familiar figure. Dutea’s treatment is masterly, and his tale comes
alive in a manner that makes ane admire the way he has wsed history in just the
righr measure.
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From this comparison we can rather seamlessly move into whar kinds of
treatment of this genre exist in the wider world which can be effectively employed
in our region today. About matrers where enough technical knowledge is needed
but which should be narrated in a manner unobrrusive to the overall exploration
of the human condition, a fitting example is Len Deighton’s Goodlye Mickey
Monse, unarguably one of the finest works of historical fiction in English of all
time. Set in England during 1944, it explores the lives of American aviarors who
had descended to contribute their efforts 1o the defense of their ally. The iconic
P-51 Mustang aircraft is practically a character here, and testament to Deighron’s
dedication are the six years he spent researching how o fly it, from instrumentazion
to-ordnance to the individual lives of its aviarors and the culture of its aidbases. As
a Washingron Post reviewer remarked: “The only way you could know more
abour flying a P-51 Mustang, after reading this book, is to have flewn ane.”

And yet Deighton does not permit the wealth of data he gathers to subsume
the narrative, for it is ultimarely a story of men and women and not just machines.
It is also abour love, but the peculiar serting, personalities and indeed the very
nature of their relationships could not have been duplicated in any other era,
thus justifying its "hisrorical’ rag.

At times, revisionism itself can be murned around on its head and be used as
a supremely effective tool. Mary Lee Settle, in Spanish Recogmitions, charts an
interesting parallel, chrough use of the creative non-fiction and rravelogue genres,
berween contemporary Spanish society, its failings, fissures and srengths 2nd
those of the Reconquista era, drawing on commaon geography as a very dever
device, Thus even her maps tell their stories through the Klein's bortle thar has
been Spanish hisrary from the disaster of 711 AD 1o the uncerrainties of the
present. Such a ool can be very valuable in a region such a5 ours where ethnic
identities co-exist uneasily within a shared geography.

Another clasic example of a whelly different approach to historical fietion
is Walver A McDougall's magnum opus Ler the Ses Miake 2 Noise. Ins subject is, in
ane word, vast, for it covers four centuries of different civilisations’ march to the
northern Pacific, a period which saw contention, alliances and intrigue among
such powers as China, the US, Russia and Japan, with smaller nations like Hawaii
caught in the middle. How, then, does he present ie? He alternares between straight
tellings of historical events and wholly fictionalised conversations among the men
of power, the policymakers, of these civilisations large and small over the centuries.’
Thus we have 18* century Hawaiian royals in conversation with 19* century
Russian counts and 20* century American diplomars, making for radically
different and quite consuming narratives, a method which might be employed o
bridge time and ethnic differences among our own people, provided the history
bit is derailed and the fiction bit written well.

A large part of the nature of treatment of this genre undeniably rests on
the specific background of the writer. The methods 1 employ are determined
or, rather, limited by the fact that [ am neither a trained historian nor an
archacologist {assuming my subject goes far enough back in time). The only
shillser | can effecrively bring into play is my background as an investigative
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journalist. | therefore have to counter-balance my shortcomings as a scholar
with intensive rescarch and analysis drawing on the experts themselves and by
real field experience.

This kind of counter-balance can be seen in hisrary works both fiction and
non-fiction. Michael Golay’s The Trde af Empire: Americat Mirch ta the Dacific
comes with his unique rag and background. Hampron Sides’ particular leanings
towards hard military history, with the first word more emphasised than the second,
is evidenced in Ghosr Seddiers, Ronald Hursts Golden Rock comes laced with his
ginger approach to established fact and, while still holding facts as sacred, proceeds
ona v:a:n:n:-njng ride of a narrative. Pever Heather's E.u-.:,"-.-'.-n ard Barbvarions, which
i5 even more monwmental, if thag were Fln:--:-:ihi:, than MeDougall, goes Thru}ugh a
substantial chunk of middle European history, thar period referred to as the Dark
-I!ﬁﬁ_ﬁ, "l'l'l[h ﬁ'l'u'jﬁ' llfll.‘LI':h HI‘(:-lEE".&.. MEVEr '-'fl:ightd 'l:l-:'fl'lﬂ.'I.L I:l:lr 1|'|r_ h|_|r|;[|:n nr i[5 TiITIl..'-
frame or by the unwieldy nature of some of its historical subjects.

Finally, an analysis would be incomplete without comparing the fates of
two men, equally renowned, from two diverse fields: one a histardan and one a
journalist, and how they tackled hisrorical fiction and non-fiction for lay readers.
The first was Stephen E Ambrose, possibly the finest, and also controversial,
American historian in recent times, while the journalist was Cornelius Ryan.

Ryan had an abiding interest in the Second World War, being posted in
Berlin shortly after it ended, and wrore several works on the Mormandy Landings
(T Longest Day), the Battle for Berlin ( The Last Bartle) and Operation Market-
Garden (A Bridge Too Far), two of which were made, with appropriate Hollywood
simplifications and drama, into cult dassics,

R}"‘J-h wias 3 jourfialist and his worles calared b}"hlﬁ P[u:pf-,—u:nn, Melousa |1n|i|:'\-|}';
he did not have the historian’s firmer grasp of macro political events and
repercussions. When Ambrose came along later, also writing on the Normandy
Landings {£}-Diy, a work just as extensive as Ryan's), and other novels of war and
peacetime (Band af Broshers, Citizen Soldfers, Undawnted Conrage, This Vase Land)
the historian observed with a grear amount of certitude thar Ryan had many
failings, including the fact thar he never understood how polirically naive General
Dreight Eisenhower was for nor marching into Berlin and permitting the Soviets
w reach the city first, thus starting, unwirtingly, the Caold War®

Meanwhile, Ambrose was not a j:mumﬁn and therefore did not have the
paranoia for an “errorless copy™ thar the newsroom generates, thus making some
ludicrous blunders, such as claiming America’s military death toll in the war was
“negligible™ (it was acoually the second-highest after the USSR), gesting that numbser

wrang by tens of thousands, gerting the measurements of weapons wrong, including
that of the famous German Panzer, misguoting witnesses and so on. Elementary
mistakes which a seasoned investigative reporter like Byan never did. And thus
bath professions, with their faults and foibles, played out their roles in the genire,

All said and done, a combination of academic rigour with the jeurnalist’s
artention to detail and the sometimes-held ideal of objectiviry is the best approach
to hisrorical fiction, particularly if we are to use it as 2 tool to understand, empachise
and, someday, arrive at a rapprochement among the identities of our land. It is
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out of unfailing objectiviry and loyalry to facrs, and the willingness o do whatever
needs to be done o gather them, thar justice comes in all its manifestarions, and
if this were broughe about through as entertaining a medium as fiction, it would
ke for the best.

As far as political leadership goes, how should treatments of hisrary be raken
by the leaders, such as we have, of roday? We can po back to Ambrose, whao,
remember, sgpuarely blamed Eisenhower's failings and naiverd for the Cold War.
How did Eisenhower, general, liberarar of Western Europe and 20 century
America’s second-greatest president respond to this eriticism?

He agreed o let Ambrose write his biography.

Nates
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PERFORMING THE SELF: THE POLITICS OF
POWER IN THE ASSAMESE PLAYWRIGHT
ARUN SHARMA'S PLAYS

MNamrasa Parbak

ABSTRACT. n ohe realm af drama'thetre, even though a body is marerial and
given, its meanings keep on changing because these mednings are discrsively and
performatively constructed and wndersiood, Arun Shirma wses the fdeas o
Performativity”and “performative” o help arsiculite the wriderstanaing of the eubjeces
political and social agency These acts are nor stmmgular events, but rivcalized production.
Heve, agency irself arives wot from a subject existing before the performance of identiny:
st rather from the “elf " constirured by performance. There is a possibility of alteration
and neodification in the process af repeating the performance. Shurriss plays, fikewsive,
$erives as an impartans st af cultunal enquiry. They serve as sives in which concealed
ar dissimuliced compentions are dnveitigated. Moresrer, this sire of performance erokes
questions of enibodiment; of social relaefons; .:gfr'.:':-.:n’.::q.l':.rf r'.lj_re'rﬂnlr.".':rrrr".'r_. aered n_,"
ewmotional and palitical effects, Moreover, the concepts like selfand subjectis 1Ey Cinos
be studied and invesvigated withour alfuding to different levels af power play in the
rext. fr Sharamat plirys, Frsuier like self, f.-:"ru.rﬂ::- and sibfectiy ity atre polisical, criticd
and warked by diffevences, Simil rly Enaporsant for bing it the performance af Bistarically
marginalized identities; people whe are bitherso warepresenied tn the silf dominane
fmanist disconrses about subjectivity According to him, what & paredavical abour
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sdentity in the realm of political struggles. Thus, we can say thar the idea af thre self s
@ performitive entity provides a critique of the enlishtennent cogito. The conceps of
wire self, as envisaged in Sharmak plays, is designated a5 & contimwons proces wivich i
perpesually creating and recreating itself. Hence, the performance of the self is all
abant s, ir_'_."'q:'r.-:-?l".l' il r.h'-'.-e'.'_fﬁ:_}- .-:ufﬁ..'.l.r.:rs
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af marions have opened the way for new formularions af “relf™ and “tdenvity”. Sharma
shrate hoaw che self in comtenaporary caltmival disconrse is not @ single thing ar afl, bue
it an “apen” category sibject to change, choice, personal motivation, desives, freedom
and an infinite raft of interacrions and redivections. In plays like are Sri Nibaran
Bharracharya (1961), Agnigarh (1996) and Aditir Asmakatha (2000) (a erilogy),
R'nl'umm}ﬂ Manuh (1965), Aahar {1964) and Purnly (1964) Shareid is keci to
poringy thase individuals in a socio-cultunl condition wha attempt fo seck the disorderly
and te newr and rrﬁt:r o surrender to e marms q,ﬁmrﬁffﬂm For, to “becowie” an
individual is to abandon self realization through the fulfillnicnt of normarive social
relations and to constantly move in a dizlecrical relstionship of what is and what
might be. Sharma regards the concept of the self as a process in which wyriad peier
Play, antagonistic privciples intevact and alternate in .-a"p fferent fashions and proportions
and in different places and times.

Keywords: performance, subjecifvicy. power, resistance, trangresiion,
tdentigypolitics.

The concepr of the self that we have traced in the Assamese playwright
Arun Sharma’s plays is essenrially unstable in nature, as it is changeable and
transitive, on one hand, and plural and fragmented, on the other. Just as the
empowered reader produces the meanings of the author's text, the audience of
these plays construcs the relarionships and associations of the self in terms of the
“other.” The self works in alignment with the “other” in irs specific, local, and
institutional struggles. The altered and diversified role ascribed o the subject can
be termed as thar of an interpreter who rakes parr in a conversarion across
discourses; rather than a “legislaror™ who arbirrates on respective valoes.

Primarily, there are pwo processes thar go hand in hand in the workings of
the self. On the one hand, the subjecr is said o occupy mulriple positions and
sites as it is a combination of class, racial, ethnic, regional, generational, sexual,
and gender positions. The concept of the selt disposes off precisely the Kanrian
unity of the person which makes for sacial order and moral erthodoxy. From a
pusunud:ru point of view, there is 3 move o deconstruct the moeal uniry of
the subject and a classically liberal desire to evade the repressive ideological
boundaries that the self encounters. This is indeed the first process of liberating
and expressing the self. The second process assumes an interrogative stance
which underlines that the justification of evading or redrawing boundaries is
itself an idenlogical position. How can we deny the fact thar the subject occupies
a central position in the struggle to bring abour a social and polirical change?
Although the self occupies an “analytical position” it also affirms and works
through differences; it is nevertheless relared ro the strengrhening of our collecrive
capacities to engage in meaningful resistances. So, in this convexy, we can
objectively state that the concept of the self acquires a new perspective,
Nevertheless, this perspective to some extent valorizes the loss of autonomy
and authority. And thus, we can say thar quite paradoxically this stance is itself
fraughe with ideclogical ramifications.
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Arun Sharma's plays atrempt to capture the social, euloural, and sparial
changes, while placing the self in perperual flux. The playwright forces disolution
of wraditional spatial identities and arrempus their reconstitution along new lines.
Most of Arun Sharma’s plays signify how power works in a society and how
resistances to it are articulared. In the discursive formulations of power, the
“subject” is constantly “subjectified” or “subjugated” by the society at large.
Although power is insidious it is fraught with some external facrors of resistance
thar unsetde ir. Moreover, the plurality of resistance produces social eleavage and
fracrures power's hegemonic coherence. The effect is the generation of new groups
who might in turn produce new methods of resistance. For instance, dominatian
could be one form of power that eventually manifests in every walk of life and
secks legitimacy. Modes of power define the legitimate answers to questions like
what counts as a person, whar counts to be gendered, or what rights a citizen has.

Correlatively, the “subject” is formed by power, resistance, and freedom. Says
Faucaulr,

«oe- in order for power relation to come into play, there must be at least a
certain deggee of freedom on both sides ... This means that in power relations
there is necessarily the posibility of resistance because if there were no
possibility of resistance (of violent resistance, flight, deception, strategies

capable of reversing situation), there would be no power relations ar all
(1997: 292),

There is an apparent paradox thar resistance does not only disrupe power;
but sometimes it serves the ends of domination more than it inhibits it In Sri
MNibaran Bhastacharya (1961), resistance serves as a form of social ontnlogy from
the starr. Nibaran's death is symbolic of the resistance operating extensively through
the social nerwork. In this context, the suicidal step of the protagonise Nibaran
has dual significance. Firstly, Nibaran has an emancipatory aspiration of reducing
the asymmetrical form of domination 1o a minimum. Evenrually, it proves fatal
to him. Secondly, his critical and creative metam assage if delivered, bur 1o some
empty chairs not occupied by anyone. This failure of the Mmessage constrains and
entraps him in asymmetrical relations and binds him o a ra nge of possibilities.
In complex rerms, Nibarans case proves that resistance does not always subverr
domination, but on the contrary, is often taken over and ex ploited in such a way
as to increase dominartion. Thus, MNibaran's EManciparory resistance Marns into a
form of compliance.

Sukanta, in Purssh (1964) curiously enough, epitomizes the facr that when
power funcrions more effectively, the less visible it is. Disillusioned by Hiramoni's
deceptive appearance, initially he helps in serving rather than subverting power.
For him resistance is just a mere disguise that hides the insidious spread of
normalizing processes. He becomes the delirious “abnormal” person whose
destabilizing physical and mental activities take the form of a threat to Hiramoni
and others. He is the madman in the prison. This is an instance of ironic reversal
Because Sukanta confines himselfin an old cage to resist the illegal interests of the
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dominant groups. He chooses to be a parr of the prison system being propelled
by a funcrionalisr drive vowards self-preservation and self-enhancement. Sulanea’s
insanity is the result of the social system, bue it is also a part and a construer of it
In spite of his sense of self-preservation, he Kils to escape the exploitarive aspecrs
of power. The prison as a symbaol of discipline if from Sukanta’s point of view a
safe place it is not so because the prison is controlled by the dominant power that
could unsertle his self-derived premise of satety. On this understanding,
domination proceeds according to discourses and practices that construct the
"other” (like Sukanta) as less valuable than members of the dominant center (who
control the discourse),

Michel Foucaulr ralks about the social system that tries to make the bodies
of children or seldicrs more uscful by valuing the mastery of the body gained
through gymnastics, sports, exercise and drills. But he points out that at the same
rime the body may murn around and challenge other social norms and structures,
Suddenly, whar has made power srong becomes a means to attack it. Firscly,
power invests itself in the body, but later on it finds itself ewposed 1o a counter
artack by the same body. Aditi and Nandini in Adiir Atmeketha (2000} Agaigars
{1996) respectively espouse the fact thar the body iwself is a sive of power and
resistance. Aditi’s lived body is a position from which she criricizes the pracrices
of manipulation and suppression. We can speculate that the pain which Adir
experiences is conditioned by the socio-hisrorical interpretations of it. Adiri creaves
her experience from the raw marerials of the pase; bur the analysis of the hisrorical
conditions also ereares the links vo truth, to rules and 1o the self. The body hence
becomes a locus of embodiedness as rransformable experiences depending on
contexts and conditions, Adir's points of resicance torally reshape her body in
new configurations because at every moment the experiential self is lived differently
in culrure and hisrory. Adii's self is always open to the possbility of change,
mutation and cransformation. However, Aditi is not suecessful in her urge 1w go
back to the past or to svep our of the culwre entirely, nor is she able to find the
resources 1o save her from the destrucrive rendencies of the society, Thus, the play
Aditir Armokorha not only shows how individuals ger programmed by the social
institutions in which they find themselves, but alse why they accept 1J¢ing
programmed.

In .{g.lrtg.u.ﬁ-, Mandini punishes herself by committing suicide. Bue the
question is how are people made vo accept the power to punish? Or quite mmpl-}.r.
when punished, tolerate being so? Parr of the answer concerns the use of “norms”
in social institutons, For Mandini, the judges of normality are everywhere and it
i5 on them thar the universal reign of the normative is based. Michel Foucaul
shows how cach individual, wherever he may find himself, subjects his body, his
gestures, his behaviour, his apritudes, his achievements to the “norms.” In general,
Mandini is complicit in the process of her self-formation and eventually tries o
normalize herself, Wich the inrense confrontation with Atindra, Nandini realizes
her so-called “abnormalicy” or "aberrance.” Atindra makes her believe thar she is
2 woman whose love for her father would not les any man &2 buld a hra_'lr_h].r
relationship with her. She is prone to visualize every man as a shadow or clone of
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her dead father, Depending on resemblances and similarivies with her father,
Mandini judges 2 man 1o be 2 “real” one. Bu Nandini’s constriction of possibilities
occurs when the process of normalization blocks the many ather viable forms of
life. However, normalization asserrs the DIOMMS &5 NeCessary, of natural, or universal,
Being pushed o the marging of the society or being led o confront the so-called
“aberrance” of her behaviour, Mandini discovers an efficient and convenient means
to punish her. The pre-planned accident was an ourcome of her machinarion,
However, the critical resistance to normalization stems from the deflation of the
tendency tha there can be anly one set {presumably, one’s own) of normal, socially
normed way o exist or that everything we do must be measured apainst such
norms. The poine is to challenge the social use of thar very distinction, but not 1o
make 2 betrer distincrion berween the normal and the abnormal. Although
Nandinis body is only a posmulant 1o explain the resistance to discipline and
normalization, it would not make sense independent of historically contngent
social practices. Atindra plays the role of her judge. As of we are living in a sociery
whose configurations are based on pairs like the teacher-judge, the docror-judge,
the educaror-judge, the “social-warker” judge and so on.

Induction into a new kind of role remakes the self by discarding the previous
version or reformulating it in new terms, This ostensible reformulation of the self
appears to be required in circumstances like joining a new group of people, such
as in an individual’s change of social searus, or passage into a different cavegory of
social membership. But chis eransformation leaves open the empirical question
of whether, and to what extene, the self really is changed, Nari plays the role of
four different women in Aahar (1964), Nari’s performing self is basically a role-
player; she elearly exploits the accumulared experience of a lifetime in the
performance of any one role. We can therefore deduce thar the character Nar;
becomes increasingly experienced as a performer. Moreover, social roles are grafred
on 1o, inform and substantiate the self. The behaviour and identities of the four
women, enacted by Mari, continue to be related wo and are derived from their
instirutional contexrs; whether these are conceptualized as “social seructures™ or
as “culeural forms,” Interestingly, it is impossible to neglect the extent which Mari
15 reflexively aware of the artempes made by the four men and others 1o shape her,
The play Awhar exposes the agonizing clash berween a persons sense of self and
the identity imposed on her / him, 2 conflict which is essentially about wha has
the right to define an individual’s identity. Moreover, the play reveals the
importance of individuals as self-aware authors of their own social eonducr and
of the social forms in which they participate. This self-consciousness js 4 crucial
and necessary condition of the sensigive understanding of the social relations.
Nari, in turn, is alse moulded by the experiences and perceptions of Dhiren,
Nabin, Kamal and Nalini. Here, there is a message abourt the disconnection
berween self-knowledge and public perception of the self that becomes g personal
crisis where the individual fails to recognize the difference.

In the play, Nari’s self-consciousness is a means of focusing on her as well as
other people’s selves. Each of the four men does not know whar she is sceing, bur
also realizes that his own cxperience is inadequate and inappropriate o make
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sense of it. Over time, each learns thar appearance is, if not an illusion, at best a
superficial gloss on complex realities. The four men become aware of the ubiquicy
of change. Though change is shown as decay; nevertheless, it can also regenerare
and reconstruct. Here, change is shown as a parallelism berween a person’s self-
awareness and the sense sthe makes our of the world. The men’s inerospection
and their construction of the world are 1o a large extent incongruent. They look
at the "same” object and see different things; participate in the "same” event and
experience quite differently. In the similar vein, their experience with the same
character Nari is different. Strangely enough, our interpretations of what we witness
around us proceed from our own experience, our consciousness of ourselves,
even though we may not be conscious of its peculiarity.

Subject-formation or “assujertissement” has the additional technical meaning
that can be translated as subjection, subjugation or subjectification. For Foucaulr,
there is always a mode of subjectification involved in our self-understanding, In
an interview in "On the Ge of Ethics”, Poucault defines the “mode of
assujertissement” as: “the way in which people are invited or incited to recognize
their moral obligations " (1997: 264). He shows that governmentalizazion is what
“subjugates” or "subjectifics” people by defining for them the legitimate answers
to questions of subjectivity. He points out two important issues in this congext.
Firstly, there is no such thing as a neutral subject; :ndp:mml:ry isa myth. Secondly,
he believes thar subjects are manufactured in and through the processes and
relations of dominartion, Foucault’s genealogical approach marks our the fact thar
the fabrication of subjects does not exist prior to relations of domination. The
approach is not thar subjects produce dominacion, bur thar dominartion produces
subjecrs. Using Nierzschean language, Foucaulr provides a cririque for rhe
desubjugarion or desubjecrivation of the subject. His critigue dissolves our senses
of who we are and disrupts our sense of what is the right thing o do. Following
Nierzsche, Foucault defines cririque as a funcrional mode which provides an
alternative account of who we are and whar we oughr to do. The point of eritigue
is to enhance the lives and the possibiliries of individuals o allow them the space
to try to create themselves as works of are. Therefore, domination should be
resisted on the ground that it restricts the range of possibilities open 1o agenes.
This is possible only if the subjects constandy expose and challenge oppression.
Likewise, in Arun Sharma’s plays, the protagonists constantly destabilize the limics
of the present order and represent a form of crirical resistance 1o a power thar, in
Butler's words sets the limits to whar a subject can 'be’, bur beyond which it no
longer ‘is'. This is what Buder has ralked abour in her book Eucirable Speech
(1997) when she places the subject ar the cross section of power and resistance.
But the ironical reverse, as shown by Butler, occurs when we define the social
norms as the only possible contexr for resistance. These norms define who one is;
and resisting these through insubordination puts one’s own sense of which one is
at risk. So, isn't the process of resistance and insubordination fraught with
contradictions?

Arun Sharma’s plays advance an identity politics according o which each
oppressed group or individual is encouraged to narrate the experience of
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oppression. Others ourside the group can never expenicnce the feelings of this
oppression, In the play Kukurnesipa Mannt (1963}, Romu, who speaks for the
group, tells the history of his oppression. Others ourside the group cannot relate
1o Romu as they cannor occupy the particular subject position and hence do not
know what it is like to “be him.” Mot even Reema and Romu's mentor, the scientist
Prof. Ashok Chaudhury can understand and follow Romu's narrative of eppression
and seclusion. He |;|-u'.rc|.|'.|pi a critique of EXISTLNE society and alternatively posirs a
concept of a relative sociery fundamentally different from iv. Knbnrnesipa Manub
celebrares difference as a framework within which the self re-makes and experiences
its own understanding of oppression by reading and hearing narratives of other
group members. What is more, it denies the pessibility of uniting the groups
differences into common cause that begins to change overarching social structures

Romu aims for political mobilization; because it is the only attempt to “empow er
minorities like him in the social mosaic. The sharp stone, according to Romu,
will pave a way for the flourishing of individual initiative and fulfillment of
economic and social oppormunitics. He turns into a rebel; and his self turns out ro
be the primary political agenda here. Romus self-consciousness or self-awareness
recognizes that social change cannot take place behind the backs of individuals;
especially when it triggers social movements that are centered on various versions
of identity politics. However, these social movements are primarily concerned to
prodice narratives enhancing and expressing victims' selfhood. The play shows
that people’s subject-positions are “inflected” {a soft word for “determined”) by
race, gender, and class; and though they are the primary structuring elements of
people’s oppression, they do not function as separage variables fragmenting people
into different caregories with unique identities, But rather they are so inextricably
interwoven as to blur distinctions o the point of meaninglessness,

The conception of the ethical and the political thar emerges in Arun Sharmas
plays is intricately linked to the concept of "death.” For Sharma, death is essentially
a political issue. How can death be criticized if we cannot correct it? We know
that death is inevitable and in this sense how can it be resisted? In Jdentity and
Difference (1969), Heidegger says thar only individualization that results from
facing up to one’s own death makes it possible for one to establish one’s own
identity and integrity in one’s life. In The Giiff of Dearh (1995, Derrida, on the
other hand, says thar the concept of death has no borders because it exceeds
conceptual demarcation on closure. The question is whether this distincrion
between a concept and the reality of death can be drawn as a contested issue?
Dieath is beyond the units of phenomenological descriprion insofar as one’s own
experience of death cannot be explained because one 15 dead. Moreover, influenced
by Philippe Arics’s history of death, Derrida insists thar death is central to the
very idea of "culture.” It is because with changing culwural contexts, national
borders, currencies and languages, we also have the changing notions of death.
The question is whether we are mivializing death by making it merely a social
construction or valorizing it as a culturally variable phenomenon?

For Sharma, death is not so much a paradigm as an aporia, an unsolvable
problem where the antitheses are undecidable. In Sri Mibaran Bhartachary, the
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protagonist’s death gives birth to an abrupe situarion., While delivering the speech,
Mibaran mounts up the stairs in huge leaps which leads to a broken ceiling.
Technically, Nibaran's scream overlaps with Mandini’s resonated " Deura (facher).”
On further reading of the siruation we can say thar death is ultimarely tied o a
concern for ethics here. For Nibaran, the content of ethics has to come from the
relation to one’s death, which would have consequences for judgment about how
we ought to live. Through death, Nibaran attempts to build a relationship with
the world or the significant other, It is because death preserves individual
authenticity, and maincains the tie between the self and the social communiry.
For Adiri, death is a choice. It is something thar participates with her in a common
existence though it does not signify a harmonious relationship of communion or
empathy. It is 2 marter of individual psychology and is relevant to the social.
Mandini’s death exhibits a streak of rebellion; as if it is exereed in the name of
social emancipation. It provides an outlet for her pent-up emotions and feclings.
However, in Purush, Hiramoni is strangled by her hushand, dhe "insane” and
delirious Sukanta. Hiramoni is the dictator who enforces rigid obligations on the
“powerless” Sukanta. Sukanta’s action is a justification to overcome the limits of
eppression; and it embodies the ethical resistance of the “powerless.” In Aahuer,
death is treated not only as a purely privare and personal concern, bur also as an
inherently social and historical mareer, This inference represents an appreciation
of the centrality of death in the social and cultural analogies. Nari and the four
men are obsessed with the concepr of death. Nari is the dead woman whom the
four men stole from the morgue and actempted to bury her in the city park.
Interestingly, all the four men are portrayed in the light of “difference and alterity”,
hecause each of them cultivates his sense of the self by submitting differenty to
the dead woman Nari. Each of them has different interpretations of social duties,
and normarive engagements. Hence, the dead woman Nari provides coherence
to the myriad narratives of the play. More abstracily, the playwright supports and
respects differences and different idioms of articulation,

Death, according to Derrida, is singular and must be taken upon oneself;
and this recognition of morality as irreplaceability leads to responsibilicy and a
sense of the self. Death is related to responsibility because everyone must assume
his/her own death, On the other hand, a specific sense of the self evolves from the
concept of death. Says Derrida:

The sameness of self, whar remains irreplaceable is dying, only becomes
what it is, in the sensc of an identity as a relation of the self to irself, by
means of this idea of mortality as irreplaceabilicy (1993: 45).

Thus, in Sharma’s plays “death” becomes one of the issues thar is wld
differently, in multiple ways not inherently as superior or inferior 1o one another.
His plays become a repertoire of competing, conwrasting and/or supplementary
“narratives” that have no privileged epistemological status or a superior position
as a theory of knowledge. Thus, Arun Sharma’s plays are polyvocal; so much so
thar they caprure the favour of local, interpersonal differences and varieties. He
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ic alerr vo the ';I"""'l'-'.“:" af :=~i.|'|'||'||.i,,nri|:. in;,'.r'-:'-ln.'uﬁ:.;.:l. I!|1J:I'.L:IJ:|E that reduce human
liberation to programs and slogans. Thus, the self is considered as a mixture of
the social, the moral and the political; a site where principles, systems, and values
intersect and undercur each other. Here, the self is not 2 monolich chat must be
embraced or opposed in total; but is posited amidst acute contradictions, rensions,
and tendencies,
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PRESCRIBED/ PROSCRIBED: FOLK TALES
FROM THE NORTH EAST AND THEIR
HANDLING OF THE CONTENTIOUS

Sanann Phaikan

ABSTRACT, Folk litersture has long been peveeived of as mo mare than simple tiles
for the entersainment or edification of children. Howeven, in their ‘edification’
comiponeil, theie Gales -::ﬁru preicrilie oF proseride miades of belurriour that are ertfer
wcceprable or not o the society that ereates these tales. In the proces, the values that a
particular socieey lives by, its preseribed bebaviowral norms for men and women, it
approval or disipproval af certain kinds af bebavionr, and i ability or ocherwise to
_II':'-J.-{ .;f'rﬁﬁ;"ﬁ' ]j':'.lf’if."ﬂl'j_i rf."‘rrr'r.l r.;rg:m:'rr H.':'e‘if ﬂ-.l'rr'fr' rl'll:rl'rH ;l.'-.']g 1 eE, I‘r{.'.'- Pl e'-h'.lu!flr'nilnfﬁf
in its disconrse available as folk tales. The following paper seeks to reread folk rales
(uwith emphasis on a particular folk tale from Goalpara) to try and discover how
COnfenrians fnes .nf;:rmrrrmr.-:" rebellion are bandled, and whecher prescribed rowies
[for eicape are ar all possibie,

H:F“’mdj:ﬁﬂﬁ.:ljlllllﬂlgfﬂrffﬁ sociely, ﬁl."ﬁ crifenre, rebellton, dominasion, diseens,
fegitimicy, patridrchy, Bicrarchies, comserice

In the second edition of This Bridge Called My Back, Cherrie’ Moraga, the
co-editor, regrets, “Third World feminism does not provide the kind of casy
political framework that women of colour (run) to in droves.”' (Moraga, Preface
o the second edition) Thar, of course, may be true in terms of a gendered society
of antiquity and of non-western thought and experience, where the ruling
patriarchy had imposed mores of behaviour thar are ‘acceprable’ and those tha
are ‘not’. Yet it needs to be pointed our that third world literarure does display
modes of appositional behaviour within the limited confines of paradigms that
are sanctioned by authoriry.

Folk culture is often a repository of such oppositional behaviour and reveals
an acceptable solution to voicing anger and other such emotions thar might
otherwise be considered subversive. This is so because folk culture provides escape
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roures through parrerns of either the camivalesque or of myth creation to effect 2
sufficient remaove from acmal life to make rebellion possible in a manner that it is
not perceived of as rebellion. To illustrare this paradox, whar is attempred in this
paper iz a close examination of a folk rale from the district of Goalpara, in Assam,
The f..;'l,lr.;'.l.'ﬂ' r.-.,I'- _lll:-.l_]-.lr.'..'.':-l'.

|:rl; n{'n:d'r. fo i:u;' men Faamied I|!|.a1 :|1|: |_|:|iI!1:|:1: -::-t-'l'.-:tlJJ]!l.Ll'n. [T unjqu-: i:li!q.' ANEEE I}F
il;s |r\-|_'._|.|;'in-n L}cl:w-m.-n [ ] I.IiIT-tH:EI.E r.|:|||!|:|:-::. !J'Il""i:-f' I:E-F f_'iq."l'li.,d.l :md Aesami. J‘!'li 5I.1L'|'|
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a Fact that '|.'_i-n.1|'|1nr5:,'.1::' prjl.l.-l,: themselves on.)

The tale examined is The Legend of fopmucls, a rale of a Brahmin woman
whose ]-.u.-.!-u-uncl, marries another .md turns his back on her. It begins with the
portrayal of a happy couple whose happiness is underscored with the relating of
how they feed the birds and the beases from wharever linde 'Ihc}- have and how the
creatures of the forese reciprocate their kindness 'I:l:.' hri:tging for them the bouncy
of the forest. Soon, however, things turn awry as the hushand goes 1o perform the
final rites of a rich merchant from a neighbouring village. Lured with promises of
wealth, he marnies the sp-nill[ daughrer aof the merchant, builds a beauriful house
next to his earlier hovel where his first wife, Joymala, lives, and enjoys a lavish life
with his new wife, making Joymala do all the housework like an unpaid masham
and handing her scraps of lefrovers. Joymala, of course, shares even this frugal
pictance with the creatures of the forest. However, cach day on the banks of the
river, she weeps so very much thar the waters turn salty. One day the king of the
elephants tastes this salriness and finds our the reason behind i Moved by Joymalas
sorrow, he offers to make her his queen and rakes her to an enchanted waterfall
with seven rivulets of seven colours, deep inside the toresr. With these waters he
turns her inro a female elephant and his queen. The tale ends with the assertion
thar even today herds of wild elephants roam Goalpara and each herd is led by a
female elephanr.

Historically, the Brahmins were, before all, the prioritized caste on the casee-
ladder—a conrention proved by the fact thar we have a plethora of rales that
begin with “Once there was a poor Brahmin®, while we have absolutely no stories
thar begin with *Once there was a poor "Ksharriya', or "Vaishyd, or “Shudrs [ s
though 1o state thar it is not acceprable, or, perhaps ‘commeon’, for Brahmins to
be poor. The casteist syseem plaguing the rimes is evidenced by this very simple,
homespun evidence.) It is in the face of this thar the facr of Joymala being a
Brahmin acquires significance. Thar which is powible for a Brahmin woman,
after all, in such a casteist context (‘caste’ including also questions of class and
gender), throws up possibilities for all other women wao.

Significant in the pattern of rebellion here are two aspects. Firsdy, rebellion
is only possible when one sacrifices one’s status as a human being and moves on
to 2 world where partriarchal modes of domination are either unquestioned, or
unthreatened, or simply, irrelevant. Secondly, even thar rebellion has 1o be aided
|;|],. a male, In other words, 3 process af ':|||.:r'|:|!|. creation offers a viable roure for
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voicing dissent because the remove from acrual life thus effected, by prioritizing
male authorial role {read elephant king), rids it of its essential subversive force,
Moreover, by ensuring thar the change is made possible by a male, albeit an
elephant, the parriarchy is acrually shown in the light of saviour, indeed “justice’
personified, and thus is dissent subsumed by the voice of authoriry.

Diespite such constraints imposed by the ruling patriarchy, the significant
aspect is the voicing of dissent iself. This, norably, has not been done by
categorizing Joymala’s hushand as some kind of pariah or as an aberration of the
norm. Men with rwo or more wives were, after all, nor so very uncommon in
days when folk rales were born. Rather, the resentment of the 'good wile’ is
prinritised—thus providing further leverage to the patrarchal authority while
sceming 1o authorise rebellion. (In Face, in the tale, it is the spoil: daughrer of the
rich merchant—the second wife—who is shown to be the real villain of the piece,
luring the good hushand away from his first wife!) Let us not forger thar the
'g;u-ud wife" here, is characrerised here by a subservient wife whose legitimare anger
is sublimared into sorrow just because only terr beconier @ wronged woman.

Satya P Mohanty, in The Epfatemic Satus of Cultural Idenrity quotes Scheman's
example of Alice, who needs a support group of similarly situated females before
she can come to rerms with her own legitinnate anger as legitimare”, Thar is because,
among other moulding Factors, lierarure has always played a major role in
determining legitimacy or otherwise of female causes and concerns. Consider,
for instance, the plight of Sita after her return to Ayodhya and the consequent
Agri-parikiea, or that of Draupadi when her husband(s) loses [ {lose] her at a
game of dice and she is dragged in to the royal assembly to be stripped by
Dushashana, In each of these cazes the moral dilemma posed by the situarion can
be resalved only by an unquestioning acceptance of a hushand's toral control over
his wife, morally and marerially.

Yet, ancient texes do tend to subvert patriarchal causes and throw u

dihun.::;:ing notions. | quote Gurcharan Das in The Difficunlty of Being Good:
The attempred disrohing of Draupadi is a clear insult to womanhood. And

this affront upset the cosmic balance of dharma. Hence, there were omens
and they changed the story’s outcome. According 1o an ancient dharma rext
“Where women are honoured and worshipped all gods become pleased; if
women are unnecessarily insulted, a grear disaster must be on its way.' The
fact that Draupadi had five hushands has rroubled Indians for centuries.
They have never quite accepred Karma's fanrasy abour Draupadi's
extraordinary libido, Nor have they fully bought the ingenuous story of
Kunni telling her sons 1o share her equally. Historically, it was common for
men, especially kings, to have maore than one wife, bur for 2 woman o
legitimarely have multiple hushands was unheard of. (Das 43)

In other words, pethaps the Mababbensee is chrowing a challenge 1o the
reader’s perception of the paradigm of patriaschy (although one might question
the inclusion of the term “unnecessarily insulted™ and ask “what is necevary?”),
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However, as Gar as ,n".*:l__rJr.'..'".' is concerned, the protagonist s decision i have another
hushand cannot be ag cepted untl and unless she chianges her human ey and
becomes an elephant, and consequently, non-human.

Ancient texts, oo, have this disconcerting habit of prioritizing women at
only a superficial level. Consider Twashtri's { The Hindu Vulcan, Divine Arrificer)
account of the creation of women. Minoo Masani, in Onr Cosieing Hunen Family
describes after Twasheri how He rakes such polar opposites as the hardness of
adamant and the sofmess of the parrot’s bosam, the cruelty of the tiger and the
timidity of the hare, the warm glow of fire and the coldness of snow’—in other
words, all conrraries thar would go on to the making of a goddest, 1o creare
woman—ryet he ends with "and gave her to man”.(Masani 32) In such a manner,
the deifying of women runs parallel to the priontizing of the male as ‘owner’ o1
‘possessor’. Thus is the right to consider women as ‘possession’ restored o the
ruling parriarchy thar is free to use her as it likes. [Let us not forget that in many
culrures, brides could be bought {can sdll be, in some 'primitive’ cultures) from
her father for a price—say, a certain number of goars. In one of the Palynesian
[dands, for example, a huge stone disc with a hole in the middle 1s used as currency
and can be used for buying ene cow or theee o four wives!]

In The Legend of Joymala, however, the protagonist is allowed an cscape
roagee that enables her to have a different male partner. | {owever, more Jmpﬁr:-.in[h_.'.
the end of the 1ale assigns hera robe |.r|-|-:.||ln:|..-.hi]:|—'|'.':i[]':uu[ reference o p.ﬂnurn:]'.-.ﬁ
hierarchies, In the process, what is established iz an ahilir:.' o face "difficuld’
questions and find out unconventinnal answers o these,

This is certainly more progresiie, albeir in a limived manner, from such
works as, say, Anas Karenins or Ma {ine Bavarry where the heraines Ergic end is
avindication of the p.:u,ri.:l.n.'hnl construct of what constinuces :I;.'rlli:l:uil;.-'. Then H.E.till.
pfri:ia}ﬂ thiz 1% -unl_'!.' p-c:---.;:l_'rlc becange _[._l}'m:!:fs STOrY CONCENTrales more on the
heraine’s emotional needs rather than on the sexual or physical, As Kare Miller
discovered long ago, phallocentric literatures have been notorious for their
intolerance towards temale sexualicy

Falk Tales, h}' the very Eact af |!'-¢i|1p| w0, have :|.|l.l..|}':~ had the male of |'|ru|.'ruli|u'.
of modes of acceptable behavioural patters thrust on their shoulders. Thus, in their
male ax perpetrators af these modes, 15 pero ided the readars gpace to redover patieing
-::-I.r_:: nder, class, petsallion and fesponse This makes a sevond ook at folk wales all the
OIS NECEssary. In other words, 2 second ook at folk tales ]n-:_'ln;,ts up ]'\-'\l'\-'\-il‘.li!i1if'4-llf e
mrll.ln:u.'l:irlg i jpast of engconced notions of class, !;q-m[{'r, cread. ]:-ir|.u"|1:|.', and what
elee 1% 1o reveal u||:|I|:.i|,||,|.|1|::|.| refations between the then’ and now',

In ather folk tales from the Morth-east, toeo, it i3 ;-||'.1..|_:.1. the male who 15
|:|:i1:|rili-n| aver the female, T falk tales of the Khasis illustrane this point betrer
than any other, This is so becanse the Khasis are a macrilineal sociery where property
Pilases from mother to the (youngest]) daugheer (the "Khadew'), instead of from
father to son. Under the circumstances, one might legitimately expect the
predominating discourse to be female prioritzing. Yet, even here, is power male-
centric. In T Legend of Ka Dalwyuricwr, for instance, a young village lad marries
the daughter of 3 God who has sent her to look after human beings. Our hero, of

||'|||..'l'|-'|'rr|||r|||r|r " TR TTTEERTT R R R
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course, knows her only as a beautiful lady who lives in a cave, and is unaware of
her divine origins. Having borne her hushand many clever and sturdy sons who
will grow up to be capable kings, she reveals her true identity and returns 1o her
father's home. Thereby is the role of the female once again circumscribed within
the perimeter of providing her hushand with fine sons whe will be the aviual
rileri—the actual inheritors and perpeinators af pewer. (Let us nor forgee that the
liberating possibilities of contraception and abortion are necessarily outside the
realm of folk tales). The Percock and the Sun tells the tale of the foolish peacock,
hushand of the Sun Goddess, whe foolishly believes the field of blooming miustard
to be a beauriful maiden dancing, and so, leaves the heavens for his new love on
earth. As a result, all he has from the heavens now are the golden spots on his ail
which are the rears of bis wife. Like Joymala, even a goddess can only weep! Such
constructs re-emphasize the need for women to be subservient and prioritize the
patriarchy as both decision makers (even when the ‘decision’ is misbegotren and
foolish) and as rulers, while women have a role thar is inevitably passive, and
unguestinnably, weak.

This stercotyping of the male is parallel to the stereotyping of the female
too, Therefore is a stepmother necessarily loveless, heartless and wicked in 12jimeda,
an Assamese folk rale, and in The Hornbill Girl, a Manipuri folk wle. Similarly
are exceedingly captivating women necessarily supernatural as in such Khasi rales
as Ren and the River Nymph or The Legend of Kia Palnynticio—a hypothesis thar
condemns the human female 1o a narurally inferior status, unfit o be considered
by a male for an equal parmership. Males, on the other hand, are clever as in The
Soothutyer from Assam, or Fiewbe from Nagaland; decent as the rooster in Tie
Purple Crest ot Ren and the River Nymph from Meghalaya; Ilcl'fwwcrﬁ.l.l as in
Lichaba: Creator of the Eartly of the Ao Nagas, or Thang Jing of Ebethoi of the
Manipuris. ..

'1:11: net result is that a new look ar folk tales has become necessary and
urgent as that, which has always been held as the domain of children, has now
praved to be formarive influences thar can corrupt or create—depending on what
sociery decides o do with it's literarure, so long perceived of a5 "innocuous’, As
has been pointed out, folk rales, as repository of culmural construces, have a2 wealth
of informartion to be retrieved by rereading them for whar they actually are, rather
than regarding them as tales meant o merely amuse I{n:[].ﬁ.r’] children. Afer all,
even Enid Blyron's "Moddy' books, the present author grew up with in his ‘nursery’
days, have proved ro be a veritable hot-bed of racial prejudice, thanks to this
‘rercading’. MNeed one say any more?

MNB. All folk-tales referred to here are to be found in First Sun Stories, Katha,
New Delhi (2005)
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CONFLICT IN THE SHORT STORIES OF
DR BHABENDRA NATH SAIKIA —
A SELECTIVE READING

Sttt Gosroamis

ABSTRACT. :!".I'_u'_rp_q;‘_ﬂrr fooles gt hoe shart forfes ||:|_]-' D Bhabendva Nath Saikia—
Cradsbar '.g:l.l.e:l"'jn'_l.lg.l:-.'}ﬁj L mach dinitnciive i iy thente g EPIINE. Hjm.u‘-_;.r'.- a r:':r-?'.".'j_g'
_|,|"|'.I',-.L Prive TiaFier thi peaper i iy o .,p.l.,:.af!f i '..;.l.l e’ ar dveli U ST S-_'_r tive periier
I.‘:-,.'.-r.'.r.-."rr”' i B comtext af;.-f _r.;:lr_rr.r_',' Ha¢ profdgeniieg exiit in. An ienie Sivngy e
betiween appositional forces, conflict in the short staries of Dr. Saikia reveals the writery
;;l'g',-_l.::- ,.-_r.:l.::-.-rrﬂ't}' and nmderstan :a'.l g ::lllr ;J'n_"ﬁ actrany, ] .:.l_l|"1.ll-.-" Fenndn .lr...l.u!'—:."n.rl'lu:gll' e
complicared matrix af society and culture that conditions and shapes a person, and
even, his desting

Keywords: conflice, Goblor, Sringhbol, sociery, community, power, culture,
circunmstances, Mr. Piyenzar, Mr Smich, Mary, Ambika, Kalidas, pigeons

Teacher, filmmaker, short story writer, novelist, -:-.:hmr, ph\wrig..h: a great
visionary, Dr. Bhabendra Math Saikia’s short stories reveal an intricate engagement
with hum.ln:r;. and realism —elevaring them from mere reflections to invocations
of the humbled, the hungry, the broken-hearted, the victim of power equations
swathing sociery. In Dr. Saikia’s short stories, we are presented with a ‘microscopic’
observation of human society—portraying life in its Hiing tleeting sensations,
momentary twitches of vulnerability; enlivening in the reader emotions in their
sincerest hues. Though most of the stories are based in the middle-class and lower-
middle class, often rural, Assamese society, there is a smaller segment in Dr. Saikia's
oeuvre hased on foreign soil, which however is fragranced with human emotions
in a way thar stnpped o its bare emononal self, an unfamiliar world poses no
barrier to the comprehension of the Assamese reader.

Dr. Bhabendra Mach Saikia’s shore stories are charactenized by a remarkable
simplicity of language and a conventional narrative. Everything—#from the choice
ot character names to the description of the setring ro the characrers” urrerances—
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is picked from the everyday life. And yer it is Dir. Saikias rouch thar lends ardstic
magic to ordinary experience. Though the stories deal with essential human(e)
iscites, e, Saikia is never preachy or didactic in his rone. Hig characrers” heroisms
are the confrontations of the ardinary man with his circumsiances and the ambient
culture he finds himselfherself in.

Of course, a derailed discussion of Dr. Saikia’s short stories is beyond the
constraints of this paper. For which purposes, this writer has aken rwo shor
SHOrIES FI:IT tnn:idf.ntinn -'Gnhhnr‘ and 'Sringltlwlr. While ‘G:‘h]'lh-ﬁl:" Was WrITTED
in 1968 and published in the anthology Galdbor in 1969, ‘Sringlkhol’ was written
in 1970 and published in his 1975 anthology Sringkbal These two stories present
two contrasting societies, and yet, share 2 common theme of conflict albeir in
their diverse shades. "Gohbor' (literally meaning "Cavern’) is set in a racist era, in
a society and time divided along whar W.E.B.Du Bois would term the “colour
ling’. This story explores and questions racism and societal pressures despite man's
scientific advancements, thus making it probably the only story of its kind in D,
Saikias fictional ocuvre, On the other hand ‘Sringkhol’ (meaning 'Ferter’) based
in a{nother) nendescript village in Assam, pecks into the conflicts a young
widowed mother has to face in the advent of hunger of the flesh,

Put in simple terms, conflict is a state of d:ii:arm-:&n}t. It may be internal,
external or relational: respectively conflict within oneself, with forces without or
in relationships berween individuals. Conflice offers a perspective into the
individual(s) and/or the community concerned—especially in the context of the
social, political or material inequality berween different social groups, which
critique the broad socio-political system, or which otherwise detract from
ideological conservatism, drawmg attention to the power dlspanms. and che
idenlogical aspects inherent in traditional thought. In narrative, conflice plays
the important role of offering dialectic berween oppositional// opposing forces
which are intrinsically tied, with a strained relarion char carries the plot forward.

In Culrnre and Seciety, British cultural marerialist Raymond Williams
observes that society is not only the bearer and crearor of values, bur also the
destrover of values and communities. Viewed from chac perspective, an
individual's relation to his sociery, the El:l'-l:li.'l']-" he lives in, might be deemed
constrained and conflicting. Individual opinion is constandy under surveillance
fram, and mu-gh¢ to be submerged into, the Widely Accepred. Since acceprance
stems from wielding of power, it follows that the Powerful condirions the
generation and acceprance of opinions, ideologies and traditons. Consequently,
variances which are deemed Divergences are sought 1o be silenced, all the while
as the Widely Accepted, morphing into the Powerful seck to conrour and repress
the Divergent, thereby making them the "'marginal’. The Accepted (ideclogies
and wraditions) become such a pervasive presence, that the individual has w
struggle to make his voice heard. In such a context, sociery emerges as a
Foucauldian Panopticon where the individual constantdy feels the gaze of unseen
yet overwhelming forces.

Baoth ‘Gohber® and *Sringkhol’ present the conflict in which the protagoniss
cannot escape the certain life and circumstances they are thrust into, Their
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ideologies and their circumstances clash in an excruciating way—particularly in
the context of the sociery they live in.

In "Gohbor’ power, class, domination and exploitation form a dangerous
quadrangle. Power stems from class. The privileged class seeks 1o dominare the
less-privileged ~the ‘other(s)’ which assumes the &lrm of exploitation. Such is the
invisible presence of the societal forces that a person, even when saved from the
jaws of death, cannor live life as he desires. Such is the rale of Me. Piyenaar, the
character around whom the shor story "Gohbor” revolves. In this story a heart
patient, Mr. Piyenaar's life is miraculously saved when his doctor, the famous Dr.
Campbell successfully implants into his body the heart of a young man who was
serionsly injured in a car accident. As we read at the beginning of the story—

Almaost four months ago, Mr. Piyenaar had arrived ar this hospiral, like
ten other patients, suffering from a disease of the heart. His condition had
deteriorared steadily, and there was a time, when the doctors began counting
the last days of his life. It was just then, that Dr. Campbell had a moment of
illuminarion—a strange inspiration out of his years of dedicated effores towards
his field, an extraordinary wisdom—a superhuman ability: he came upon the
palpitating heart of a thirty year old youth, almost dead in an accident. Mr.
Pivenaar’s afflicred, useless heart was removed, and in its place the new hearr,
throbbing with life, of that thirty year old, was implanted. Thar was a hundred
and eighteen days ago. During this period, each of the veins in Mr. Piyenaar's
body had welcomed the new heart, accepting it as one of their own. {"Gohbor',
Galpa aru Silpa, p.342)

Sadly however, this ‘acceprance’ above does not find space in Mr. Piyenaar's
society. Anyway, Mr. Piyenaar survives to return home with his wife in his white
car, amidst widespread media coverage, hundreds of onlookers and much fanfare.
Amidst all this, no one, not even Mr. Piyenaar himself pauses to think whose
heart it was thar had given him a new lease of life. One evening however Mr.
Piyenaar meets a dark skinned lady in the park near his home. She tells him that
ghe is “...Mary, Smich’s wife”.

Mr. Pivenaar is surprised

" St

"Ker yer Smivh. " Mary grew sinibly nrsettfed—"My brsband Smivh, uho was
injuered in a car accident; the doctors ot away Iis beart and put it in youer bady"
("Codebor’, Galpa ari Silpa, p.346)

This knowledge leaves Mr. Piyenaar confused and uncomfortable. Afrer
some time, Mary expresses her desire—

"..Every day I have seen you from afir. Bue I want o see you, feel you from
meutr. § wnant to be with you, talk to yow... [ am shattered, sir. 1 have ne one elie, Bur
Swith's heart is throbbing instde you. We believe that a man’s soul reiides in Wi bears,
... ] Buad affeen rim iy fingers aver his chest, where bis beanriful boving heare lay. Thar
strite heart moww throbs inside you, it &5 kecping you alive. If the hears itselfbas survived,
Bowe can iy Smith die?” Mary looked towards Mr. Pivenaar’ face in the dirk, with
miity, eager eyes. Mr. Piyenaar blursed out, "It guite late now. Tl meet you later.”
{"Gobbor, Galpa arw Silpa, p.346)

T
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Mr. Piyenaar does not know what to do, bur within, he suffers immeasurably.
For, ideologically he has always believed in the superiority of this class, the fair-
skinned race. In fact, before his ailment he had been acrively involved with a club
whose members believed thar—

Ohne cannot claim rights over & place simply becanse one had been born, there.
Thowsands of monkeys are born inte some woods, but those woods wever belong to
thoie monkeys. Numerows black skinned men and women were born in this couniry,
and becase they were born, they died. They did notling elie. .. Therefore, this civilized
ruce, which had, deipite migraving from other Linds, builr this country, theough sheer
toil and wacrifice; elevated thic conmtry from the deep caverns of davkness. . this nace,
and this race alone had the right to rule this land... In between thewe two colowrs of
the buman dhin lay Gods verdicr. . and to uphold thar holy verdict was the secred
dty of the liker af Mr. Piyenaar, (Gobbor, Galpa aru Silpa, p.344)

TIronically, it is one from the same supposedly debaced ranks, from those
desper caverns of darkness that gives white Mr. Pivenaar a new lease of life, And
now, with the awareness of the black pumping heart inside him Mr. Piyenaar
loses all slecp.

He felt as if bis veins and arieries conld not solerive the sheer pover af thae blood
specds especially those iwe veins ar bis temples, as if the nerves in bis brain oosld bursi
any mowieni; he suffered from inense anguish, ..

Even if for a while, Mr. Piyenaar desired the flow of blood to cease; especially
towards his brain.

Next morning, Mr, Piyenaar looked ashen. Standing befare the mirror, be siared
at his fmage, with unblinking eyes. Wiis the colour of bis face, and bis body, mirning
Black? Becanse af that blood pumping machine, would he now become like Sniith?
("Gobbor', Galpa aru Sifpa, p.349)

Unfortunately when he shares this with his wife—

Mers. Ppenaar bised like an angry smake. Whar wonld he do now?.. be restlesily
mioved arownd the horse.

Somehow, Mr. Piyenaar realized, his wife hated him. She was terrified of
him; that meant, had his face already morphed into something frightening?
Semething that would scare people ar night? He remembered—in the club, at his
office, on the road, le spoke behind him in whispers: people gazed at him
with strange eyes. Iili: gaze was unbearable.

Mr. Peyenaar Hw:rrm' o hide .ﬁ:mfﬁw.u alll ﬂlmpm:pk M mtr:'.ﬂmji_';
segred q,lr.l'f.'-ur,gﬂm And each time, anotber face wonld soim in bis mind—Mays
:}ﬂ—-ﬁrrm-{u@. ey .I!wjn.fﬁ.t. Even Marys gaze seared him. Bue there was o barred
i them, thuse eyes weren't tervifying. All of @ sudden, Mr. Piyenaar felt like visiting
Mury Where did she live? How fir war that? Lying on his bed, Mr. Piyenzar looked
in the divection of the other bed at the far end of the bedroom—ar least nor as fr!

('Gohbor', (ielpa arw Sifpa, p.350-52)

But when he visits Mary, he is openly castigared by the members of his own
club, Worse still, he is excommunicared—from his own sociery, his own office,
his own family. And Mr. Piyenaar suffers.—
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. A bery bard, When one -.l_,"'r-'llr DRGNS ER JOur pliR ||:-.:-,-|'_';.- EHFnS 8 SEREER,
If i5 pery r.I"J_'Li'.:'u sl ro enplre,

Mr. Piyenaar spoky, fmpmersed fr Bis mem .".l"\-:un;g-"'.'; Sl po sl pery
smiallt Chir vl catiernis dre pevy sl to accommodisee a .I"r.uj'_ll'?nl."n." awith love,
compaivion. So very less space. Thevefore, [ am at such pain. Indeed, bad the beare
been simply a Blood prumping machine, it would not have been difficulr..

Mr. Piyenaar—iie world famous parient, e embodiment of the advances of
the fimsan race—stword wp.  Fle roamied about aimlesly sl (e Feom, wrieitiea
He conrimued sl.::-n..-. T :f,'.l? & GEIEFEim=—" ] 1 Ereiie dicabied in the world he
fameliont | tive smoere {'.-'."_If-f.e'u.. the crearre withont g Mot —and Jr"-.'r'..'-.I'.".'_']' Feti Mo
J|"_|".-jé,;',-_|_: dorass bir baie He remained standing for some time. .-'i_,l'.:e.l thar, he Pt on g
mice dress. Put Smithi address card fnside bis coar pocker. Took ot a revelver, once
given by bz oum clid, and walbed onr. :

By thenm, Mrs. I‘l}'-:n*l ar had taken away his car, his driver to the office.
['L:::hnnr Craipa ari Sifpa, p.353- ".-Ji]

He visirs Mary. "-:i."htl-: returning from this visit however Mr. Piyenaar dies a
mysterious death, and as the story weller hinrs, at the behest of his own people,
not excluding his own wife and Dr. Camphell.

‘Gohbor’ is the rle of 2 prejudiced culure and a cultral-ideological power
politics that can play the gAML of subversion o ANy extent for the fulfillment of
its oW ;:ln:jun:li.;.-\.'-.. It is the srory of one man’s furile ﬂﬁi:t with the :lc..l.‘p:-tl:l
soscictal i|:|.c|:r|-:'-g|i-e‘"-. id.r.'-:'-|ngiﬂ- he had himself ance contributed in BEMETating. Mr.
Piyenaar thus EMErges a5 a “shifter' —whaose pasiting shifis from thar of the
I,'Il::l\'n'l:lf-l:l.l. to ane of the mj:l:n-.r-:i. OF course, this is not without a fair share of
"‘F”lﬂ.ﬁl*-' with himself=For the unconscious conditioning 15 in itself a comsrant
surveillance—and of course with his woc icty. However, though he is dead within
the first few passages of the srory, and urtters not a word, Smith's absence becomes
all oo pn'.'.'rrl-u] A presence to be averlooked., As Mr.Pivenaar chinks increasingly
of and for the wite of the man who had to die o that he could Live, the two
personas—3mith and Mr.Pivenaar emerge as reflecrors of one another. This
|1cig|l!c|:u the conflics within Mr. Piyenaar, Smith is in Fact the silence(d) hera,
Belonging to the marginals of a White culture, Smith’ life holds no value for the
likes of D l'.:"u:l:up'l:m"li. What matters s 3 successful i|'|'|]'||.!:l'.|l;.‘al;in’b|'| of a Smichs
heart into the Mr. Piyenaars and thereby “inaugurating a new era in man’s
.'llJ.'l"J.'l.Lfl'l'lL-l'll.- .].I'll.l‘-. d5 it I:'l'l'll;'lﬁ:a ritf ﬂ'lnl:lll;‘ ]n. rhl.& S.TI'Ir}' |5. I:!‘-I:I‘I'I |n[l_'rl':ﬂ.|=_ .aﬂlJ
c'-.[cllt.l] 'I|'|c exrernal i'"i:'i"E.i’:'E an 1|'|:_'. i:nl:{'rn;l;l. '.1.-]1i-::|:'. '|'|;|_5 i[s imp;l_n:{ on I:hi:'
|.l: |.1I.eE|||1ih|:'.\ retation with hi.: oW 4.:_m'iq|::|.l.

In his shore story sringkhal the conflict is focused on the protagonist
Ambika, a young mother of five. Widowed, and struggling o L:-:p her family
afloat in the face of grinding poverty, *Sringkhol’, prescnis the arrival of a set of
pigeons in Ambika's life, which lead her, like links in a chain, to a series of intense
moments of turbulent conflics within herself. The pigeons had been ser ro flight
in a grand public meeting near her village, to spread the message of peace. Ambika
manages to capture four such birds, and brings them home. At home, the hungry
children want 1o have a meal of pigeon mear, while she feels selling the birds in
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the market would ferch home some maney, with which she can buy a few essential
commodities. At the same time, she is afraid of being caught with the birds, for
the entire village would know the source, The story portrays Ambika's figh for
sustenance in the face of the changing circumstances in her life that follow the
arrival of these birds. On the other hand, hovering on the periphery of her world,
and constantly endeavouring to make his presence increasingly felr is Kalidas,
who once supposedly had feelings for Ambika, bur had ‘allowed” his friend
Milakanta o marry her. And now, widowed, struggling yourhful Ambika arreses
Kalidas's roving eye, who makes his intentions for her clear enough o make
Ambika uncomfortable in his presence. The story opens—
fidas’ presence before Ambika arowse in ber a feverish animation, like it of

a fishermian carching a water snake in bis base. (Sringkhol, Galpa aru Stipa, p.423)

Throughout the stary, we witness Ambika thwarring Kalidas’s advances, all
along waging a bartle in her thoughts about the Fate of the pigeons. In the story,
pigeon’s meat is used as a powerful symbol for human (the woman’s) flesh.
Simulrancously, it symbolizes Ambika’s vulnerability. Her economic condition
and her dilemma gradually bind her in an invisible iron-like ferrer—

“Why wonldn't the pigeons sell? They wonwld. There will be someone ioho
wnderstands the value of pigeon meat. You know something, Ambika"

Amibrika looked inse Kalidas eyes.

"Pigeon et is 50 wirm—pansing for a moment, Kalidas wene on in a strange
voice, “Irs hard bearing the warmoly of that mear all alene, o kerirans ™

Not a word escaped Ambika's lips. She could gradually feel someshing enfold ber
firmly. A strange nigeling sensation, a flutter spread all over her body Wit this how
they felt when a snake draped itself aronnd? But then, she felt no fear! The snakes
slithery touch did mor leave ber shivering. fusread she could feel her body grow warmer.
Wits is becanse of all the ralk of pigeon mear?” (Sringhkbol, Galpa aru Silpa, p. 440)

Afer a dightly longer passe, Kalidas said, Ambika, oe thought of something.
Let me by the pigeons. U buy wharever elie iv required—potatocs-onioni-ginim
matale, Lest have a nice meal at your bosse tonight. ™

“What fuave you decided, Ambika? Lees bave a meal Come. Ambika, just see
Buigs i paige®”

Ansbiba, sarsiifled , silenced theiv bodies towching eacl other in the dark. .. Brads
af srvar appedred on ber forehead, and the nape of her neck

“fey decided then. fuse wait for a wiile. FU retvrn at once. "—

Saying thig, Kalidas hurried away o buy potaroes-onions- g mrasala,

Wiping Der flnce anal neck with the eage af her s, Ambika trica to move a lirtle.
Ar gurce, she could foel a nomber of mucles ripple all over ber bodly A frision shook ber like
never before, as if someone was shaking a pitcher of wter, more-tivon-halfSfilled Tt seewned
as i all these diays she hadut moviced she Daed 50 msech fleds in her boefy

Wiinh unblinking eyes she stared ar the spor where the pigeons bad been kepr nill
some time dgo. Hmm? Let it be. IF the pigeons, aligheing in ber world, amidee o
sounds of doda-conch thell-belle-ululations, wanred ro give ber some bir of bappineis
ﬂ'ﬁ.rr a1 fi':':ia.lx.Hln.l". f:-ﬂ.l:il:l.lz AFH .';I-{Pd. .3 F490-441)
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However, eventually, Ambika does not surrender to the lure of the pigeon’s
meat, nor to Kalidas’. She sells off the birds o the volunteers of the same meeting
(who urgendy need a few more pigeons) av a lower rare. Of course, not without
experiencing a few intense moments of deliberations—

All the Blood in her body seemed to accumulate in Ambikas mind, Once again,
fig _II'.:J.'r' e el ere rl':.:lul."::':f with proeat E-I'n"ig all the |'-'.':'.'&|-' -::'_i"_-"-'-:'l' -':"-"':i'_'} o
.'.r.-.".llc'!'. PHCE .'!3‘.]"'-'1 .-"E.'.r.'!"."{'.J' J-:'-.'ui-:':i" :'.udpn'_g:'rf T __i':n;n.‘.'q'-e" f:'..'.".’.l'f' J-".".'.Ilr G _,F.-:-.'.Ir.-."r'--
|r.'-:'|_||'r|lr-":'u'mg__.|:uc.

“Tell me, bow much shall T pay?™

Amibiba loaked at the boy with pleading eyes.

an"‘l'.l"J.-‘- .Ir'f!?.'l' .Il'."l:nll-':.I 3

Stoallowing her spicrle, Ambika repliod in an indistingt poice, “Roe rgpecs a pair

Once again, Ambika wiped ber face and weck with the edge af her saador.

Thus, in a subtle, masverful way, the writer presents the niggling sensuousness
beneath Ambilea’s unostentarious body: As a mother, a widowed mother, her identity
has been trapped in her daily banles wo fend for her tamily; Kalidas' advances awaken
in her tints of her sense of herself, and her body. Ar the same time, it throws her into
an ethical dilemma. As mentioned above, the pigeons embody Ambika’s entrapped
and vulnerable existence, wherein she constantly has o fighe the demons within
The conflict in this story is thus intermal—enacted in the bandeground of the
protagonists mind. However, Ambika’s 'ilrug.gh: is also with the soc ety she lives in;
such a sociery woitld never accept a widowed mother h.]'n-'il'lg_ a qu.’llil’.:-l'l‘-'-h:lp with
another man, Even if Ambika :|-:'-|.1.‘l.'x into such LErTIRarY, if ot For u.n}'l:hll'lg else but
ar least to alleviare her poverty; sociery , that panopricon would remurn and resurrect
itself 1o stifle and stigmatize her. This leaves Ambika stranded in a maoral and
emotional dilemma, 'I_rl.nugh the remains silent (silenced?) much of the time, the
reader hears her voice, and the voice thar emerges is a defiant one.

Conflict is a pers Hijve E:-hrn-:'-rm:n an that pi:r'...ld.,'.'. 1|:||.||Ii|1]|.' levels af sacietal
Elrl.h-l."ﬁ-\-l'“.-[-t..l.l: CORElIeTEs ||!-:.'.Lh.i-e:l:_'!.' 1% AosEms, 68 teaditions, its insntations—
are .;1'-n*.u.r|l|_1_." 1|n-|,:|c|ﬁ|1:'|r|g chan g, The individual thﬂﬂ[-.',i'!- have a prul-:'-l.lnn:i: i|11i'-.||.l
0dl 1|'|-: relarinmn |!:-|'.‘|!1.-.-'+.'r|1 I|.'11_'=..' comstiiuenit a8 well 3t on the inhabitants ||Z|- tluan

:..I_1I..:]i.'!_:|". I I:|14; ill.'ll:l'll:'q.“]lﬂ' confex 1:-'|- 1|'|r 4 e ] .':Iuri:'.'. |.|i'=|.'u'-'-c';| :|!_'-||1.'-:'. I:|1-r
Ebl“lil!_?::-l‘li)-fh. Ihru'b:! ifikos 3 -,'::l:l_.li:l:l |i|‘.4.' and ]| {aim |;_i|r_|:||:n dfanceEl, CARRGE & ape,
|.|-L"-ir|: 13 1'||i::r' ray :|:|:||J are !|-|::-rq. i:;l. o ﬂghl I|'|L.:ir L'il'l.'.ll'rl'.‘f.-ll.'l.l.f'.. '“.'I"Ii\'.l] Ei'-r."i- Fide Bh
the conflicr. In |m|¢r:|.:.-'i|1g_1||-e,: u.:-l:lﬂin::l:, Dir. Saikia reveals a :[;-rp |:|:||.|.|-::r.;.l;.a|:||.|i11l-_=_ af
the 'Fuul.li.uni.n!;.-. of the human mind, Out of such -,.-.'-nﬂi-::l;, and 'ill.'l,l!;gll!’, the
embartled J:lt-l‘:lt.tgl'mi.hl\. arise i.-.r||1|:'|-|1E|;|:§.
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NIRMALPRABHA BORDOLOIL: POETRY AND
THE SPIRITUAL QUEST

Diirubajyoti Das

ABSTRACT. Althonugh rescarch pursuits in the sphere of Iitenarure have made
encouriging beadway in India, the sanie cainnot always be raid ro be true of Aawmese
Bterarure, pariicwlarly poctry. In fact, there are diverse sources and aspects of this genve
of Asvanese liseratnre that demand a comprebensive study. The present endeavour,
therefore, springs from the belief that there is ample room for @ work o0 wnfurl the
latent tresswre of Nirmalprabiba Bordoloi, .-If.:'.:rirf!,'g wre of mrodern Arvamese pociry
whe despite ber seminal consribution o the growth of Aswaniese poetry i yet o receive

the kind af treatnient she rightfully deserves . Like many other Assaviese poets of

genins, ber talent alio hay not been expiared aind explorted the vy it should have
been, This call for persistent wndertakings in comparative and contrastive study af the
varions aspects of ber poctry with many of her western connterparts. Ar a bumble
asternpt in thir direction, therefore, this paper underlines her pactic quest and contour
tith prima-fitcie focus Mﬁﬂ.!'rir‘r-.:ﬂ' impenarives ar reflected treough different panswreters

un.Il i J"nr.:.":!.u:r.-:. .Ir.m-'r. F,ljlf.ﬂ.ll.-:!' .l_'Z.'l..-.:rb.

.ﬁ'r_ru-'drﬂ:.' Asiaimieie, Nir r.l.'..'ll_;rl i R.;:l.r.-r'g-.llnf. _rr.l'r.l'n.-..'fr't;l. _Iz:u[l.l'."m.;:-_l.n{g.; BT,
qu', .I'.-_,";', reirrpladie, SRS, l‘.li'dﬂ!'r:ﬁ-.li, .ﬁqlr{p. _n::lr.l'.Il

Assamese poetry has not enly been a veritable repertoire of traditions and
values of the heterogensous cultures of greater Assam, but has also contribured
significantly to the distinctive stream of Indian thought and philosophy. There is
not an iota of doubt that the depth and range of the rich culwral heritage of our
country could be realized by the Frontline dignitaries of literature and philosophy
abroad, across the centuries precisely because of its spiritual essence. In the same
way, Mirmalprabha Bordoloi, popularly known as “The Nightingale of Assam’,
oo has been able o successfully uphold in her poetry, the same consciousness,
underscoring some common characteristics of variegated Indian culture and
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wadition. Nirmalprabha, who occupies a significant place in the hisrory of modern
Assamese literarure with her kind of spiritual orientation, infuses into her poerry
a new sense of freedom and newness of style and form. Ever since the rime she
was in the seventh standard, when her father initiated her to the ‘Mladllageear
Giza.” this grear philosophical epic became for Nirmalprabha a lifelong companion,
sarisfying her need for spirituality even in the midst of the direst upheavals of her
life, when darkness and despair would threaten to tear her being asunder. In facy,
her “self” came to be totally devoted vo Karne- a philosophy of Bhugrrer Gine -
through which she could obrain fuana (wisdom),which is capable of bridging
human thought with the whole soul. This spiritual preoccuparion became so
much an integral part of her poetic creed thar she came to be recognized as a poet
of spiritual sensibilicy.

The life of Nirmalprabha Bordoloi is the life of a true arrist. As a poer she
was greatly indebted to the rwo grear Bengali poets, viz., Rabindranath Tagore
and Jivanananda Dash. Rabindranath, especially, as in the case of maost post-
Rabindranath Indian poets, influenced Nirmalprabha's poetic exploits greatly,
both in terms of language and content. Among the western pocts she was grearly
struck by Ezra Pound {1885-1972), Whar artracred Nirmalprabha most was
Pound's individualistic and humanistic approach. Apart from these,
Mirmalprabha carned her creative fabric and the leitmoriv of her poctry through
her conract with the greats of Walt Whitman, Robert Frost, T 5 Eliot, Divlan
Thomas, Rilke and many other English-American poets. Scholars have alsa
deliberated on the striking similarity between Nirmalprabha's inclination rowards
the mystic, transcendental philosophy of India and Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
development of a similar theme through his concept of the “*Over Soul' and Self
Reliance." There is a clear indication that Mirmalprabha espouses a close affinicy
with Emerson while celebrating the ‘self’ in one of her ousstanding poems
‘Mor Uk’ (My words). Another poem ‘Ranga Powalar Moni® (Red Gem) echoes
similar concerns with regard to Emersons Brahma which overtly reflects the
Vedanta philosophy in its form and content. Emerson’s vision of "Brahma’ is
ubiguitous:

They reckon ill who leave me our

When me they fly, | am the wings;

[ am the doubter of the doubt,

.-'l.nd_ [ |;]:|r._- !::r'rnn t]u: Hl:.alh.min :niﬂgs-. LHir‘nutlmn .'54]

Mirmalprabha in ‘Ranga Powalar Mani' allows an adopred impression of the
Emersonian notion:

[ HITH l;]:ll;" l:r1:|5|:

[ am the assurance

[ am the impulsive smell of dream
[ am the al |1:|ring yeal of l':-em:ll:}"

1 am the echo of prayer for the deiry. [grans. mine)
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This apparenty echoes further the following lines of the Gine:

[ am dhe rirual action

[ am the sacrifice

[ am the ancestral ablation

1 am the sacred hymn

I am afso the melved baeer. ..

l am immoreality and alwo death, (Samuelion 35)

Critics are of the opinion that Nirmalprabha Bordolai, who belongs to
the second phase of Assamese literature, is not only one of the outstanding
poets of the literarure of the region bur also deserves wo be placed amang the
major women pocts in the national arena. True, she did not write in English
but her art tolerares no linguistic barriers and appropriates the familiar features
of mainstream Indian poetry subsumed in the songs of Mature, Love, Life,
Drath and Desting. Though the range of her topics underlines her versatility,
their essence is predominantly spiritual, Consequently, the present study is an
atrempt at probing the spiritual quest in her poetry through a selection of some
of her major poems.

Mirmalprabha Bordoloi is a great lover of Nature, and like Wordsworth, she
finds the source of such love in the local and the regional. Ever since her first
appearance as a poer, she has been demonstrating her vigor and verve as a narure
poet through an ingenious depiction of the objects of nature from her motherland,
the very soil of Assam. Yer her attitude to Nature is somewhar different and does
not fall into a clear system of philosophy as Wordsworth's pantheistic belief in
Nature does. Unlike Wordsworth, Nirmalprabha scems to have no faith in Nature
as 2 guide for moral behavior. All the same, like Wordsworth, she too can hear in
Marture the still, sad music of humanity’ as she tries ro conceprualize in her nature
lyrics, the harmony berween man and Nature through an impassioned mystical
approach. In one of her famous poems, “Esar Pichat Erakod' (One by One) the
poet seeks to affirm her camaraderie with nature:

One by one fAll the Stars
Have gone...

Leaving! My dumb heare
A gare-keeper(For the dark night,  (Barua,Bhaben 250)

As a2 modern poet with a romantic inclination Nirmalprabha is much closer
to Keats than o Wordsworth, Like Keats, she is a poct of the senses. Her romantic
bent does not lag behind thar of Keats' evocation of ‘autumn’ while eulogizing
the seasonal bliss during the month of Bobug (April-May) or the other months of
the Assamese calendar. Her senses culminate in a spiritual passion and turn
artistically enough, into symbols that often endorse the man-narure reciprocity.
In “Bashisthar Duparia’ (Moon at Bashistha), for instance, she posits a spirtoual
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conflice that forms the web of a mysterious link between the human and the non-
human world:

My soul submerged
In the wheeze of the forest
In the cavern of the rocks
[n the wild-creepers

In the leaves of the tall-trecs

g T As substantiation
ERAIng The silent noon remaing lynching. (tramslation mine)
=g the
Zaghish The peem immediately reminds us of the alluring effect in Wordswaorth’s famous
i lyric, “Lines Written in Early Spring™:
e Life,
saility, To her fair works did nature link
¥ &5 an The human soul that through me ran.
B EOITHE
For MNirmalprabha, then, MNature is an instrument through which she
=2, she generates her feelings for poctic perfection. For example, in the poem
=@l 'l{.hﬂ.iilﬂ-hﬂ. she ransmutes the ph:,.'si.n:.al pature of lJl:rii!C'IIS into a kind of
QLT metaphysical sensibility by conjuring up some splendid images and symbaols,
wiand, The result is, the poem is not less eftective than the sumpruous and spiritual
2 does appeal of Kears' "Ode on a Grecian Urn." Nirmalprabha, again, has also
e 1L succeeded in writing a few poems that tend to assert her consciousness of
Sature Indian existentialism. And this existential stance is entrenched in spirituality
e in a way that it generates her ideology with regard to the emancipation of
e women. As a woman poet her mental trauma emanating from the prevailing
mrvical ambience finds reflection in her cynical attitude rowards loneliness parallel
the to her fear to face the crowded place. In "How Long' the poer concedes the
fact in her apposite words:
How long shall | keep/ Holding up this face
Withour irs gerting ugly/In this crowded place?
Oh my face-abour to/Ger ugly
Oh my hand-abour o fFall down
Oh my golden light™Waning down
el The flag is /Caming down. {Barua,Bhaben 251)
Sanitic
JREHE Bust, again, Nirmalprabha assumes an optimistic posture in some of her
= of nature lyrics. ‘Eria Sakolo A'rit’ (All bygone now) is a specimen of this caregory.
. o Here she makes an effort ar improving her present condition, She can ‘walk, hear
-'-"-[:-"i and wave her hands in darkness' o have the warm touch of someone, While hes
s

hope is totally shattered, she makes another actempe ar reviving it
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I walk in darkness

I hear in darkness

I wave hands in darkness

With a hope of sumenne

To embrace, (tranclation mine)

It i= FI-.;--w.ih'Ii.- to hear an echa here from Malinibala Devi who also EXPICacs
her tender emotion on darkness thar culminates in a I SIETRONLS desire o have
communion with the Absalute. The poem Endbar’ (Darkness), illuscrates this
quite skillfully in the following lines:

O Darknes, embrace me !l:l!l:‘l-tr|_'g."
O Darkness, ¢|.'I".'i;‘|-::IFI-E' e with I!El.:.-' myslerious veil.

."-.-'l':.r tl‘ld[h*— i_ll.ll;'.;.‘l will |.'|-¢ -¢|||.‘|-r|.‘| i [I:m:;
In thes, T will face the full vision of Him.  (Barua,B K 31)

Like Mature, love is also a striking aspect of her poetry. As a modern poet
with remantic sensibilicy, Nirmalprabha emphasizes both types of love, physical
and spiritual. Her amtitude to love can scemingly be compared to that of John
Donne. Donne as a memphysical poet celebrates both sensuous and spiritual
love. He docs not completely reject the pleasure of the body even in poems where
love is treared as the highest spiritual passinn. Hence he is considered to be a poet
both of the Petrarchan and Plaronic schools, Donne believes thac love, merely of
the body, is not love but lust. But it cannot be of soul entirely either. Hence love
must partake of both the soul and body. Like Donne, Nirmalprabha roo thinks
thar it is the body which brings the two souls together. According to the poer, for
the genuine love in the inmrinsic sense it needs two souls as well as two bodies.
Mirmalprabha as a poet of love longs mainly for the spiritual. To this end her love
lyrics seem vo be the songs of a secluded bird. In ‘Prarichchabi’ (In Reflections),
one of her best known love-lyrics written in impressionistic rechnique, she endorses
the sechack of her emotion (love!) as a reflection of her present psychological
ricldle:

Yet | have taken up MThe mirror
Your sun / My sun
It iz the same sun

It is setring

Its reflections-

Sad/Hard/ Trembling

f‘i[ill.lr]i:qzlnh]i.n.!_r'. it I:Eal'l.li. Bhaben Eﬁﬂ}

This reflection is the outcome of the hidden anguish of the poer. Her
imaginative courtship perhaps brings liole solace to her hearr; bur she is sill
tormented by the ingensity of the "Sad, Hard and Trembling' reflections of her
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mind. It also refleces the woes of her ephemeral connubial life. Nirmalprabha,
like Raber Ii-ll.'r‘l-'.'l'li:l!.l.';. has deale with love in all its multmudinous ..-.-|||]1|.q'..n.:.[1|.'-:
|.|cpir.1i|15.:|. '-".'idl.'.'.EJ-EL"“:rII of lave siruations. Sometimes she h|1|:."ru: of lave E!'.h.?uléll
irlugincJ perceptions deceiving readers 6o accepe it as her first hand & PEIENCE.
Sometimes, she deals with the tragedy of love, the frustrared and unfulfilled love
with equal insight and penctration. Her longing for an environment for lovers in
"Prem Aparup Prem’ (Love, Beautibul love) too 15 a case in point:

[t mesds

A lietle sky

For a couple of binds

Together 1o fly. {translation ming)

In one of her oft-guoted poems, “Morom® (Love) she defines love realicncally:
| P A ]

Love /s a game
of ex prCsaic;

Do not sayTou are in love
How would youwExhibir ir. (rranslation mine)

[he poet stresses only on perceprive gestures of love. For her, love is to be
found in the heart not in the brain, If one cannor feel another Bculry, love docen
gusrain in the rrue sense. The aestheric sense of love, according o her, penerrares
the spirineal aspect of human bonding. This is rendered in a splendid manner in
one of her lowve ]:.'l:in.'.- Prem l':n:kl.u;.-l.' {Love is like this):

| am If-;l.”:i!ll._'; .""'."';-"illl afl 1'-|:‘a-1:|| |1:..|.-l
You don't see

Here irself IMy soul singsMou don't hear
O [ am getring merged
In the profundity of your hearr

You don't chase me! (rransbarion mine

The bulk of ""4'1:'I'|'|1||'|.|'.'|1'-|'|.i':~ pocims on the theme of love in all its varied
nh}lculi.tlld mods underlines the kind ”E-'-":'F"I" 15t ghe I; s on the subject, | -"-'-n:u:lg
ar it from a philosophical perspective, she is convinced of the g great ||11i'---|:J:r|-.,i: af
lowe, As such, her poems tend 1o h|-::|r||:. love through a process that tran sharms i
from the ph:.-‘:-in..'.ﬂ o the '|Jrlirill.|:4.|. She has never trhied 1o refure the '-ig:la'rlltu. ance of
human passions. But she i c|.|1:u|!:|-' anxious 1o transform it inta divinicy. Poems
like '.‘;.’lng',.l Premar’ (Definirion of Loy e}, Thunuka Katha (Fragibe Words), "Premar
Sangya, [.;Lrjiu.n' (Secret) reveal her effort to lend the same credence to body and

soul alchough she often looks for the victory of mind over matter. There is clear




134 NEGOTIATIONS

evidence of the corporeal love in “Sangpa Prewar’ (Definition of Love) where two
prominent symbols- sky and flower- have been used to indicate man and woman
respectively. Here she tries to make a splendid delineation of physical desire through
narural images such as sky and flower which evake a human condirion indicating
their sexual love:

Perhaps then enters the large blue sky
On the budding flower, collapses 1o the root
The thunder enters prowdly inside the vortex

Turns into ash
The abode houses of

Thigh, breast, body... {trans, Acharjya, Pradip)

The moment of love making to fulfill their physical contentment brings the
end of their bodies and these turn into 'ashes’ at the thrill of their intense emaotion.
Ar a mystical level the physical union can also be anricipated as a dignified form
of motherly love. The poem clearly reveals the affinity with W' B Years' "Leda and
the Swan” which draws upon the physical union berween God and man, the
outcome of which anticipates the destruction of the province of Troy:

A Shudder in the loins

Engendered there

The broken wall, the burning roof and vower
And Agamemnon dead.

Nirmalprabha Bordoloi is more a poet of lave than of death. She articulares
her optimistic philosophy of life; yer death has very often been professed as her
recurring theme. Her subjects are few and are constantly repeared: life, death,
frustration, love, loneliness- bur these are presented with a sense of completeness
and thoroughness. Nearly half the bulk of her poetry is concerned with the theme
of life, pain and suffering. Bur her preoccupation with these subject martters is
based on religious and spirirual values engendered through her childhood contact
with the "Gite." Nirmalprabha thus avidly susraing a spiritual relationship with
Marure. The poet in her excels in this respect, in using the natural images with
symbolical significance. A spiritually inclined poer, she tends to realize hesself in
a world of sight and smell and raste and rouch:

Ohn this bank/of the wards
Is a world™ariegared through
Sighr and taste./Smell and rouch.

On that bankfOF the waords
Iz 3 realization

There | discover m};ﬂl’f {Barua, Bhaben 251}
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Nirmalprabha is a conscious painter of life. In her eyes there is no bigger
seery than life. To her life is irself an endless poem, a long poem which reflects
all human conditions and stares of mind. She deems poetry to be a medium of
expression of her inner feelings that emerge from her idiosyncraric notions of
bath states- private and public. However, Nirmalprabha can universalize her
E-l:tl.ings I:]‘.|l|:|l.|.[_l'||1 a dextenouis prr-.cl.l.ril.li.l'uh of 5];mb-c-|'i and im-l'_l'.'.!.‘!-- In one of her
ourstanding poems Goponipe (Secret), the poet strives to catch a glimpse of a few
of the reflections -::-f |i|.4.' in the river warer:

]]-;u:-',:' 1|'|{' Rivr:r."]_-.l'r}- our ever?
Mol the River/Dries out never.

Rather! [t gets Aooded aver

In every Bofag

With the ﬂ:ri.w;ing_.""-:'i:"!l.i'.]:lul of soul
For the whole year (rranslation mine)

Her social consciousness is her hall-mark. She keeps her identity above all
political prejudices and matesial considerations. In some of her poems on life,
she expresses her deep concern with the eroding social values emerging from the
decline in religious faith and spiritual sentiment. Like Elior, Nirmalprabha too
believes in piety towards the dead and concern for the furure.” Here we cannod
but mention the names of two of her highly celebrased poems- “Korunatam'

(Sorrow) and ‘Mormantik’ (Heartrending). In “Karunaram' (Sorrow), she quizees:

As the smell of the autumn field
Somchow reaches my nose
I ger my facher back

In the aroma
OF an unfolded gumicha of a shop
I get my mother back

Where shall I leave myself

For my children
O where! (trans, Thakuria, Miren)

Mirmalprabha accepis thar death comes g EVEMVONE SO00NEr OF larer, For her,
life is grearer than death. Hence, before dying, she wants to live life to the full.
Her spiritual quest for life thus proves to be imperative in a process of mransforming
her complex experience in socicty to an object of art. In ‘Aparajita’ (Unvanquished),
for instance, she avows her spiritual quest for life and also never hesitates 1o
acknowledge death as a premonition:

EE—
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I shall die tomornoa

Let me remain alive today

O my swift- flowing sorrow

Keep flowing

Through the nartow- created forest

| am not weary, {trans. Dutea, B N)

Like a true spiritualist Nirmalprabha takes death as a road to eterniry. She
concedes death as journey to the grave, This journey, however, is a spiritual one.
The dead never come back. The body loses all physical existence forever. The
posct gains a vision of this sequence only o cherish life. This idea of Nirmalprabha
reminds us of the famous lines of Emily Dickinson in her oft- quoted poem,
‘Because | Could not Stop for Death’:

We passed the Fields of Grazing Grain-
We passed the setting sun -
Or rather <He pasved us-

However Nirmalprabha Bardoloi bemoans the parting not only of an
individual, but of a life process — might even be of a social system which proves
her social commitment too. In her llgmnus poem, ‘Mormangic’ [Hﬂrtr:nd.mg]
though she does not speak directly about a situation where death implies a ‘journey
to the grave’, the following lines explicitly indicate an apprehension of something
missed or lost prematurely:

[ saw him gmng,u"imy at the time / When the sun was/Declining

He was going by/ the curving alley / of the paddy frclds.

Following him/ went away / the golden sunshine/ of the month/ of ‘Aghon’
He was going/ and / is gone,

Who knows/whether he willf return or/ not in this birth.  (Barua, Ajic 53)

Mirmalprabha Bordoloi contemplates the spiritual essence of narural
abjects as a substiture to human fecling, She never falters 1o 'dive deep into
the aroma of the soil' and "become tree with trees, river with rivers. Further
she reckons nature as the symbol or medium of creative expression through
which her creative efforts reach the height of psychoanalytical exuberance.
Her spiritual piety seen throughout her cognitive creations leads one to search
for and discover meaning in life, a meaning that goes beyond a marerial
experience, however successful. This is a deeply personal search, which can
bring a person to inner peace even in adverse circumstances. Her spiritualiry,
deeply embedded as iv is, in the rich Indian spiritual legacy, it offers a sense of
connection to life, to nature and to others that go beyond the physical limics
of one’s own binlogical mortality.

h
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VOICES FROM THE NORTH-EAST

Prabalika Sarma

ABSTRACT:  The Northe-East of India with ity lush green forests and the beautifil
walleys affers & mousic of diffevent races, enltures and sub-cultires. But over the years it
s, suxlly enough, acquired the notoriety of being a hotbed of insurgent activities and
Bas come to be regarded as a polisically disurbed area wivh inssances of frequent violenee,
ethnic clasdves and identivy icovies, T addivion, the negligence and indifference from the
mainland has unleashed a fecling of insecurity in the region. There iv alio the
mifnnderstanding cenwsed by the negotiarions between the Indiaon Government and the
dnswrgents ft i natwnal, hevefore, thar after decades of violence the writers from the
region thould express the fear and tervor they have endured, the I they bave incurred,
the anger and pain they bave w e, through theiv writing, All the save, o
ehierivh i their bearis, Jor a beteer fursre when the old peace and serenity wow
counte burck e swebere vinlence would be a thing of the pase. Yeu, it would be wrong to
suggest that the litenature of the region is confined to the depiction of violence, political
upheaval and identity related matiers only For, the writers of thiz part of the conn
furve alia endeavonred to capture in their weitings the beauty of the Landiipe, nlrz
Jascimating wyihs and the folklore of the region. A few have even remained soically
snaffected by the timer. Against this backdrop, this paper makes an artempe at analyzing
the writings of a few of the prominent wrisers from this region. The choice of writers of
course i bsed on @ pevception of certain important fuwes pormayed in their writings. It
i not @ preconceived design thar they all happen to be women,

novidieust, violence, idenitg Terrla Aa, Mamang Dai, Excerine Kine
Trarive, Arsipe Pitangia Kalit fulraed Bavwa, region, Nagelond, Arunachal, Ascmese

The "North-East’ as Ngangom and Kynpham suggest is, “a blanker term
that has been used to imply a homogenous province, a single political domain,
inhabited by kindred people with a commeon history."(Ngangom, 2009: ix).
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Bur the kind of homogeneity of the ‘province” referred ro seems o have
been untorrunarely jeopardized by incessant insurgent activities, vinlence, ethnic
clashes and socio-political upheavals of all kinds. In fact, despire the bounry of
nature and the rich culrural heritage it seems to be blessed with, the region has
came to be characterised by a lurking sense of insecurity and distrust caused both
by militancy and the callous apathy and disregard of the powers that be in dealing
with such :mlﬁ;mu- As Sanjoy Hazarika purs i

“India’s Mortheast is a misshapen serip of land, linked 1o the rest of the country
by a narrow corridor just ewenty kilometres wide at its slimmest which is referred
tor & the Chicken's Neck. The region has been the bartleground for genesarions
of subnational identities confronting insensitive nation states and their
bureaucracies as well as of internecine stife. It is a bartle that continues, af ideas
and arms, new concepts and old waditions, of power, bitterness and
c:_'-mp.n-'lun."[H.'.;.'-."-ll'n:, 1954 il

Consequently, the sufferings, the biterness, the anger, and the pain of
shamered dreams all come to influence the writings of the region. Tilotroma Misra
argues quite succinetly :

"Viclence feamires as a recurrent theme because che SLOrY of violence seems
1o be a never i:-nd.i_ng one in this region and yer |l:-|:|p|i: have not leamne "o live
with it’, as [h-::,' are i:_::pi:cl::d tor cles l:-:.-' the distant centres J:IE-F-\.T-I'F-I:I'." { Mirra,
2011: xix)

Yer ir would, indeed, be a travesty of fact to suggest that it is only in the
delinearion of such insensitive and disturbi ing aspects of violence and strife tha
the literature of the region finds its expression. Par, the beauty of the landscape,
the affluent culoural lore, fiscinating myth, intriguing folklore and exciting legends
all combine to exemplify the wrinngs of the region. A section of the writers,
again have even chosen 1o follow their individual bent of mind, unaffected by the
development of the times. It is against this background that | venture an attempt
here to explore the writings of a few of the eminent writers from this region
basing the choice of such writers on my perception of certain key issues crucial to
the understanding of the region.

As one of the frontrunners amongst the voices of the Northeast, Temsula
Ao is very significant with her phenomenal entry into the bandwagen of Indian
writers in English. Bom in 1945, in the Jorhar disurice of Assam, shewas a Fulbrighe
Fellow ar the University of Minnesora during 1985-86 and received the Padma
Shree in 2007 from the government of India and the Governor's Gold Medal in
2009. She retired as Professor, Department of English, and was also the former
Deean, School of Humanities and Educadion, NEHU, and now resides in Lingrijan,
Drimapur, Nagaland. She is of the opinion thar wrivers from this region belong o
the broader category of Indian writing and resents any segregation from the whaole.
She has published four books of poetry and rwo collections of shore stories.
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More than half a century of bloodshed has marked the history of the Naga
people who live in the troubled Northeastern region of India. Her publication
“Thete Hilly called Home' (The Stories from a war zone), shows the Naga struggle
for an independent Wagaland and their continuing search for identity. It describes
how the Maga people cope with violence, how they negotiate power and force
and seek and find spaces and enjoyment in the midst of rerror. She details a way
of life under threat from the forces of modernization and war and resors oa
Process |;|-|" q_ucj..l_'lrlning. rI!I..-I.|1.I;IIE u.hd ru...luptin.g A AW SEL L'IF ‘EJ.l.IJl.‘F in :his
emerging Naga sociery. She thus quores:

“f bear the Lind cry
Ohwer aid over apain
Lot all tle dead srvaken
And reach the fving
Howr wor to dic”

The vwo world wars and the recent disturbances have had their impact on
the MNagas and Temsula Ac’s Theie Hills called Homes™.( The stories from the
warzone), show how the gradual control of the extremises and insurgents over the
Maga Nartional Council and the Nagaland administration, has led o social, political
and economic unrest in the area.

In "The Jungle Major’, "Soaba’, “The Last Song', ‘The Curfew Man', ‘An
old Man remembers’, Temsula Ao, gives a vivid account of the disturbances
in Magaland. In "The Jungle Major’, she shows how the suhject of
independence became a public walk; young people spoke of the exploits of
their peers in encounters with the government forces and were eager to join
the new band of ‘patriotic” warriors to liberare their homeland from “foreign’
rule. The oppressive measures adopred by the army to quell the rebellion
backtired and the villages became more sympathetic towards the underground
forces, when they heard of the arrocities commirted by the armed forces on
innocent villagers.

In "Soaba’, Temsula Ao speaks abour the new breed who takes up arms; they
become the disquieting elements in the power struggle berween the two warring
groups. Creared by the government they are designared as “Home Guards”, repured
to be the perperrator of several heinous crimes. This band, equipped with vehicles
and guns, is provided with free radon from rum vo boows. They move around
town harassing the public ar will, afver serdling old scores with rivals whom they
would not have dared o challenge under normal circumsrances.

In "The Last Song', Temsula Ao, speaks abour "the government forces
determined to ‘reach’, all those villagers the consequences of supporting’ the rebel
cauise .Even the house of God could not save them from the atrocities of the army.

In the "Curfew Man', she speaks abour the innocent villagers who had 1w
bear the brunt of the marty restrictions inflicred on their lives as the night curfew
was imposed. There were several incidents where civilians were shot dead by the
pacrol or killed in fake ‘encounrers’ with the army. There were the people, again,
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who co-operated with both the government forces and the so called 'freedom
fighter', some by choice and some under compulsion,

In ‘Shadows', Temsula Ao, talks abour the soldiers of the underground
Maga army, who travel through the jungle guided by a relay band of “scours’
to learn everything abour guerrilla warfare and use of sophisticated weaponry
while they were in the designated training camp. Only those men whe had
displayed extraordinary courage in encounters with the Indian Army were
considered suitable. There was also the group of jungle rogues who had been
terrorizing innocent villagers on both sides of the international border,
looting, extorting money and causing general mayhem whenever they gota
chance.

In ‘An Old Man remembers', Temsula Ao speaks of ....."a whele generation
of people like old man Sashi, Imli and all their friends and relazives, the prime of
their youth was a seemingly endless cycle of beatings, rapes, burning of villages
and running from one hideout 1o anather in the deep jungles 1o escape the pursuing
goldiers, turned young boys into men who survived ro fighe these forces, many
lnsing their lives in the process and many becoming ruthless killers themselves.
He (the old man} resolved oo tell his g|.1,n|;|.:--::-|:| how his g-:l'lﬂi!iﬂll'l had lost their
youth o the dream of nationhood and how thar period of history was written
with the blood and tears of countless innocents. Their dream 1o escape and go
back o their families kepe them going only to be shartered.

The author details a way of life under threat from the forces of modemization
and war. The jungle operations, the raiding of camps of the underground,
patrolling of the security forces, the searching of villages, aerial action and arrests-
give a vivid and realistic account of poignant and bewildering experiences of
people caught in a spiral of violence, under the Indian Government, befare
Magaland was declared an independent region. The snipping and ambushing of
the underground Naga movemens, the imposition of fines, the kidnapping and
recruiting and their sabotage activitics, show how the Naga ivue , speak movingly
of home, country, nation, nadonality and identity, for making a better life for
themselves and  posterity.

We can thus say thar her These Hills cialled Home (The Stovies from a war
zonel, is a collection of short stories with an unusual impace on it readers, This
impact becomes emotional and the readers are immediately transferred 1o the
terrible world of violence and death. As a story teller she 5 very effective and
manages to hold the arrenrtion of her readers dll the end.

Laburanm for My Head, her second collection of stories, is mythical and
witry and rinted with a deep-seared irony. We ger a glimpse of her subtle humour
in the srories. She writes,

Sraries [ive in every bears; some ger told, wany others rernain unbeard—stovies
bt individusl experiences msde swniversal by fmagination; stories that are

= fokes, and sometimes prayers; and those thae are nor always a figmene of e
muine burt are ar times, confesiane. Becanse stovies ve in every beart, some ges
rafd, ffke the ones on these pages....."
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The collection starts with the inreresting story of Lerina obsessed about
having laburnum trees in her garden. When she fails she becomes more desperare
and confides in her trusted driver that it is her last wish thar the laburnum tree
should bloom once a year on her crown and even selects a spot bor her cemerery.

At the end her wish was granted, in a strange manner though. Hence after
her death it was reported thar,

"Every May, something eviraordinary happens in the new cemetery of the decpy
ligele tovm-a bnburnum tree, with buttery blevems, flowers sver the spot’. (As, 2009: 1),

The Death of @ Hunter is the story of Imchanok, actually a teacher in the
village lower primary school but more popular as a skilled hunter. Afeer killing a
vicious boar that destroyed the best variety of rice paddies he falls ill recovering
only after he offers it a wft of his hair 1o remove the curse of his illness. Thee
Women is another interesting story in the collection which is abour a letter thar
changes the life of the three women- Martha (daughter), Medemla (mother) and
Llpuk[ula {grandmother). These are some of the mysterious and strange stories
in the collection. Her language is simple and lucid with some really theughe
provoking expressions. For instance, 2 mother’s advice to her daughter so
beaurifully framed,

Yous kwiongy, it dx wocse for a woman o keep a part of the self all to -l'fr.rsrﬂ"amrf
sannetitnes she b to choate betiween telling the troith wihich destroys, and fiving
seith a fie lvich remain a secret forever. feanmot say anytbing mare becanse it fs
anly you wiho muske the cloice. (Ao, 2009: 75).

Though more popular for her shore srories, Temsula Ao was first a poer.
Citing a few of her poems to sample her poetry such as  Blood of Onbers , where
she pines over the lows of the ancient tribal ways with the invasion of oursiders
and spread of Christianity which discarded the pagan tribal traditions,

Discarding our anciens pracrice

Of excling on wood and stone

Aned leirned inseead o scraiclh on paper
In prevatire tryse with the magic Seripr.

Then there is the poignant descriprion of the disillusionment with the new
generation in her poem, The old stary teller’,

1 bave fived niy life believing scorytelling was my proud legacy’. Bur,
My mon grandsons dismiz

Chir staries as ancient giliberi’

She refers ro ancient Naga rituals as in The Spear’,
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O the whole she is an amazing writer. And the excellence of her art just
proves how truly deserving she is of the Madmashree, which was conferred on hex
by the government of India in recognition of her outstanding conwriburion o
literature.

From Pasighat in Arunachal Pradesh, we have the multi-talented Mamang
[hai, @ poet, historian, short story writer, journalist as well as a novelist. She
resigned from the Indian Administrarive Service to become an author. She was
awarded the State Verrier Elwin award in 2003 and the Padmashree in
201 1.General Secretary of Arunachal Literary Socicty and member of North East
Writer's Forum and member of Narional Sahitya and Sahirya MNarak Academy,
her first book, Arumachal Praded: The Hidden Land documented the customs
and the culture of 2 land nor known to many. It reveals the rich culrure, tradicion
and riruals of Arunachal Pradesh. But it was her first book of poems, The River
Poewns, {2004), which marked her our as major emerging voice from the northeast.
In the poem, "Small towns and the river', referring to her native town she says,

.'J'.lu.:.'lu" flarTet ] .-l'.".'.".-:__w FErRL '.Iril|I e ql'"t'n'lr'-ll'-'!-'
MI_]-' PR i .Il:l.."‘:l :’;r.r-'.'u'j' r.'."'.'.".-l':-'.l' .!rrlf FFevs,
ft fx always the same,
With the dust flying,
O the wind ||Il'|'lr.:'|rJ:F.'H o the Forge
Or referring to the danger lurking in the jungle she says in "Remembrance’,

The _,f.l:ug.l'r isa ﬂ:':;g irler
Hiding tervor in carniverons green,
Or in "Gone,
The stecp hillside s @ bard place
There s nowirere b reid .':I.'.r.r_f;'rr
Eren rofen e o dweed and Py,
Moved to rears by a refnbouwr vky

We gera g]imp-s.n: of her romantic §pirit in the Fn'.'ln'.*.-iug lines from ‘Rain'
It the soul of the nain, & comtafned all the spivie of the fungle

In all her poems we find the images of the rin, river, hills, mounrains char
are so characteristic of the landscape of Arunachal Pradesh.

Mext came her two novels, The Legeinds of Pevsan, (2006), and Stupia Capid
(2009) and a couple of stores for children with Kaplbe, viz, “The SL;}P Clusen’
(2005) and * Onee upan a Moontime' (2005}, In her 1:[.|-i|15|.'||1.. the northeast is
not a hnmu}gcn{'nq:i |:'r|1il::,' |1|.|.r |:||.rn: E:. i E.Ewgl:.i!:-l‘ljl_il -:.'|.||:|Iil:|'|.|:i.l:|.' iﬂd ia :-'.h'.il'-tli
culture and a |:|:|.3||:ir_:-n':|'|ip. T.I'_r.r ﬁfgrn:!': rﬂl'ﬁ Yemeani i% a sechet E'.a:ldq:r'l where nio rules
are tollowed and where one can do whatever one wanits ."r{ill'ﬁu.llg [dai recreares
tantastic tales u:ing the aral raditions of Arunachal Pradesh in ]iugli.‘.i‘-.. Being
interested in the waditions of her land which were destroyed by the growing
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importance of modern culmure and rradivion she started recording them. She
personally met people and collected and recorded these narratives. It was a sorc of
cultural translation of her local folkeales invo English. She finds mythology and
folk tales Fascinating, She went to the villages, met the old people and wlked 1o
them. From them she procured the small histories, which were getting lost. In
one of her poems “Tapu’ she reveals a dance performed by male members of the
Adi community, during the annual practice of fencing, The dance is a rite in
exorcism to drive away the Spirit of Fear. Sometimes, women would also don the
warriors' garb to join in the dance. It is believed that such an act would bless che
women with a son.

There are references in her writings to the life of the tribal people. Hunting,
for instance, was a popular sport, In fact, most of the tales in this collection show
that men always wene hunring. In the very firse tale of The Legends of Penam, 'A
diary of the world', there are interesting references to the myths and mysteries of
Arunachal Pradesh. Pinyar states, ‘Every year ar least three men die in hu::ting
sccidents in our pans’, The reader’s inrerest is further aroused by Mona's question,
‘Are all deaths accidents?' (Dar, 2006: 28 ). The story of the miri-mili race and
their preparation of si-ye, how it was forbidden before a hunt or journey as it
broughr the men under hallucination and how when they fail 1o observe the rules
men die in the forest. The rirual of sprinkling si-pe on the eyelids of those who die
an unnarural death, so thar their spirit will not return on some restess search has
undertones of the enchanting world. In Small Histories recalled in the season of
rain, the tales of the making of the famous Stillwell road thar wound through
Asia like a serpent, meandering more than a thousand miles across three countries
going up mounrains, plunged into gorges and spanned ten rivers and hundreds
of streams, The construction of the road is believed 1o have killed so many men
thar it is called ‘A man- 2 mile road’. The rales are really enchanting while the
legends constimure the history of a tribe. While the reader reacts to the stories of
Temsula Ao in srunned silence and an uncanny fear. the stories of Mamang Dai
take the reader o 2 mystic world of the past. There is imelessness in the experience,
soothing and intoxicaring. In other words, whereas Ao's rales are really gripping,
Dhai’s have a snoozing effect of moving away from the time z2one to the world of
fantasy. If one journey is real the other is an Alice in Wonderlond type of experience.
The revelations of the one are intensely shocking while those of the other are
disturbingly strange.

Mamang Dai’s Stupid Cupid is an alvogether different literary exercise from
The Legends of Fensam. Drawn to New Delhi from the hills of the North-East by
hopes of adventure and the love of 2 married man, Adna opens a guest house for
lovers and friends. She fele that Mew Deldhi is 2 decent meeting place where men
and women, lovers and friends could rendezvous withour roo much swear, (Dai,
2009: 1. In a small bungalow on a quiet lane, an unlikely assorrment of couples
and singles come together, for an afternoon, 2 day and sometimes for months.
While in the big ciry death, like Cupid, stalks the streets and serikes ar random, The
scemingly light hearted title raises several serious issues. It is novel of relationships
with their complications and happiness. lssues like the essentials of a good
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marriage; marriage is not everything, conversion of love to business in the Fenr
Sewzons, are raised in the novel. “There was an exodus from our parts o Delhi’,
(Dai, 2009: 13). This refers to the large number of stedents chat flock to Delhi to
study, for career and other opporunities. It was like an escape from home where
they ‘called it a day by six in the evening’. For Mareb the ‘nights in the city were
2 rest from the sleepless vigil of the hills where so much was on edge and so much
tense and unfinished’. The death of Amine brings to light the fact thar she had
ignored the real Delhi where men could do evil as they performed their daily
activities, quite casually.

Easterine Kire Iralu is yer another significant writer from Nagaland who has
written several books including three collections of poetry and short stories. Her
first novel happens to be A Naga Village Remerobered. She has transtared 200 oral
pocms from her narive language, Tenyidie, into English. Her next publication
Mari is an interesting novel abour the life and experiences of the girl named
Mari, At the beginning of the novel she quotes:

Whhen you go howe
Tell thewm of ws
."Irn'l'f:lh'_;l‘ﬁnl'_:rl?ll'; LRI P
We gpave onr today

if-,l,.'.-;}:‘-r:l-_:—r.l on the par wientarial of the 2 Divicion at the Kohima Wir Cemetery)

It relaces to the impact of the Japanese invasion of India on the simple tolks
of Kohima .Her description of Mature before the invasion i

Flowers grews wild all over town becanse shere were sch feiwr bowses. Here und
there were flowering trees ke the pink bobemia and the sarlet flame of the
__|".E|.-;-r Tiwe boerm |'rrr..'.:-u£_'}' Joaded :’c:-;re':e.r_."illl nslr the gre .-:-.-dﬂr-r.--:-.l 5 ol ol
(Mare, 2010: 10)

Bur after the invasion she wrires:

The ﬁ olt pard © deich weed ro be ﬁ.".":'rf reh _."3-:-.'4 S, T WHFECAgH frakle

Large craters bad been left by the shell and there were lot of arsmunition
near the bonse, from different-sized morcar shells 1w glitrering rifle shoss.

(Mars, 2000z 94)

Orther books include Forest Somg a volume of spiric stories and Birtes
Wirmeoed, a novel on the Indo-MNaga conflict. Her "A Terrible Marriarchy”, is
the tale of a girl growing up in a strice wraditional saciety, in a conflice-ridden
area, but wha pq;'fu-.q‘.:. ta be de feared 1.'.|§5|.:.. She released Onee in -IT_.'-I."-.'!.' Iy Dy T
, a children’s book which revobves round the lives of Dorgels, the ctizens of a
fictional world and Liff en held, on the second day of the Hornbill Festival 2012
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Jat the Bamboo pavilion, Heritage Village. Her Kivima is a novella, set in Hag:]md
during the troubled times of independence with the central characters representing
the people who were affecred by Naga Nationalism.

"The Man whao lost his spirit, featured in Tilottoma Misra’s The Oxford
Anthology of Writings from Novch-East India-Fiction is an adaptation from a folk
belief that people’s spirits can be left behind if they go into spirit infested areas in
the deep forests. However, it is used here in the story to confront and grapple
with our fears, ending happily, of course. It begins interestingly:

There way once a man who climbed wp a great tree in the fovest. When be
climbed down, bis spirit way left bebind up the grear tree. He was so sick for three
btys.

Then again,

“That is not a place that you go to alone, It it dangerons. Didn't he know that?”
A solurion is affered by the village elders o the problem.
He bues lefe big spirit bebind. Yoo must go and call ie back as soon a3 you can. Da

ahiis s oo as it i lght. Remiennber to call it howie ar though you don'’t know the way
Lev ie letd the sty (Misra, 2011: 255).

Easterine Kire Iralu co-authored her first volume of poems Kellbonkering in
English, which mourns for the Naga warriors killed in the Indo-Maga conflict in
the 1950s. One of her poems which also fearured in Tilorroma Misra's The Oford
jﬂﬂfmfﬂgﬂr af Writings from North-Ease India — Poetry & Essays, Genesis, begins ina

assic way, ;

Keviselie speaks af a rime
When ber bills were wntamed
Her soil young and virgin
Ard ber wwarriors, worthy
The caridr bhad felt goad
And full and rich and kind to bis touch.

(Misra, 2011:81).

Her A MNaga Villuge Remembered is an account of the lost barele beeween the
colonial forces of Britain and the litde village of Khonoma. Growing up in Kohima
in the 1960s she very closely experienced the conflicr that ook place near the
Naga village. Easterine Iralu has been persistent in sensitizing the world about
the real situarion back home. The I-u'rtf[:rhcr native land and cultire colour her
writings with nostalgia for the golden days. She expresses a strong political
awareness by addressing issues such as identity and ethnicity; questions the violence
that has dismantled homes due to the plague called insurgency. In a recent
biographical note, she writes about her experience of growing up in Nagaland:
“Curfews and continued periods of gu:ﬁn: were all a part of growing up in
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Magaland®. {(Easterine Iralu in ICORN, Autumn 2006 ). Bur the conflict became
worse with the emergence of infighting in the cighties. In 1987, the cycle of
killing and counter revenge went on unrestricted. Two levels of violence existed.
On one hand, the atrocities of the Indian army continued and on the other the
infighting due 1o ideclogical differences berween the Maga freedom fighters, She
had lived in a house that was stalked by armed men at night because of the
political writings of her hushand. The pain she went through when her son was
kidnapped. Phones being tapped. every movement of the family was closely
wartched. She used to keep a double barrel gun for the security of her family.
Finally she escaped from the brerality of the life in Nagaland where children were
traumatized and took refuge in Tromsa, N Norway in 2005, Away from a city
where it was normal to hear gunshots in the nighe, be in constant fear of death.
She felt the price of peace for the years of conflicz, was too high for the people
pay. She never stopped thinking abour her people. The bitterness of the past
should not shadow the life of the new generation for they deserve a berter life.
She feels that The North-Eiase Writers Forum is a milestone in the Indian licerary
world showing that there was much more to the North-East than polirical
literature. In fact, she has written stories and poems based on native traditions
and the natural I_'Iq-.Jl.Il:r‘ of the n:g:il.m.

Away from home she continued writing abour her native stare. She felr a
personal need to write about the conflier in her homeland for deep in her heart
she hopes to influence change through her writings. Her native stare Nagaland
has a history of insurgency and independence movements. "The sudden
displacement of the young from a placid existence in rural habirars vo a world of
|:I:F|'|ﬂ|i__[ u|'|li El-lnl:uﬂlﬂn Ln |_1r|_1q|'| ||I:|.|;Ii;'|'|'ll.'|'|1'.'| 15 H‘!"-I'I f]ll: 1’:“11”[ |.|.|- = Wbl Nu‘lt}.ﬂ.
histary and one thar has left them disabled in more Ways than ane”, (Ao, 2006:
x). She feels that chis history of violence should end ar some poine. In fact, she felr
the need for her personal catharsis before she could go on 1o write for other
people. She seriously feels that the time has come 1o address the silences thae had
occurred because of the conflict. Peace has to be restored in the region for the
good old days to come back. She uses her Writing, and hes |.'|uh|i|; PoOSIIoN o
inform the MNagas and the rest of the world about the conflict of the region.

Any discussion on contemporary writers of North- East will be incomplere
without Arupa Patangia Kalita (b, 1956) a powerful writer in Assamese, whose
novels and short stories have been translated into Englich. Hindi and Bengali. In
fact she has been honoured with the 5a |'|:||;1.'.:| Setu Purashkar of West E-l::.g.:l. [ 19493}
and the Bharatiya Bhaza Parishad Award to name a few, for her ourstanding
contrbution l;n-._nnl;cmpm.ar',' Assamese literature, A forceful writer, her Aparsens
(Dawn, 1994} and Phelani {2003) created ripples in the literary world,

Ayanaanta, is about a young girl named Binapani, who comes from a small
Asamese town and displays grear courage and intelligence, fighting against the
social injustice she sees around her, There are other characrers like Jasoda, Tagr.-r,
Jeuti to name a few who play a similar role. The portray: al of her characters is very
realistic as she picks them up from real life colouring them with her imagination
She rouches on the age old issue of gender discriminarion and sufferings of women,
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bur remaing 4 neutral narracor. Moreover her narrative sovle is such that it holds
the reader’s arention who does not feel like sparing the reading of the book.

Plrelens, is another major novel of Arupa Parangia Kalita which has been
published in English by Zubaan. The protagonist is very symbolically named
Phelani, meaning thrown away or wastage. Born in the wild, uncared and
ignored she grows in the midst of nature playing in the wild fields of Assam.
The grass ar reeds is symbolic of women who have been neglected for cenrurics
yet rE:.:y continue to strive and survive. Phelani is the history of the
grandmother Ratnamala, mother Jutimala and granddaughrer Phelani our
protagonist - three women one a Bodo, one a Bengali and one an Assamese.
This is an illustration of the kind of multiculturalism prevalent in Assamese
society. It is the deliberate design of the novelist 1o drive home the poing thar
Phelzni is the story of human E’eing: who have suffered. There is a beauriful
guestion on the problem of division which is significant to the main theme
beautifully described. Phelizni covers that period of Assam history from 1983
to 1998. Insurgency has changed the landscape of Assamese licerature. She
touches upon the plight of women during thar rurbulent period. Bur she is
concerned about women from among the oppressed and the downerodden.
There are eighteen women in all. Men are a curse in their lives who either
drink or beat their wives or are criminals. All the women have to work for a
living. Yer they survive on murual suppaort.

In Arunisar Swadedh she deals with the issue of secret killings that wok
place in the late nineties when the relatives of insurgents were targeted and many
familics were wiped out. This insensitive policy adopted by the government affected
the people very much.

There were scveral other works of fiction authored by her like Mrgenaniily,
Maple Habir Rang, Mornfaarra aru Ayamzanta,, Morwblimic Menakaa Aru
Apinaanta, Deopaorar Bhagnastupar . Kaianar Ketekd, Deas Sotwelar Karbakaraa,
and Millentumar Sapon .

It would be wrong 1o say thar she only writes abour contemporary Assam.
She has also written stories like Ranya faya Matri,, Morublumit Menakaa
concerned with human relations relevant to any part in Indiz and not necessarily
to any particular region. She has been widely acclaimed and her original and
unigue themes cur across the boundaries of her narive srare.

Her Marulebzmit Memikia is a powerful story of the silently suffering women.
It is indeed a Eripping story with an admirable originality where the plot with its
admixture of the ancient and modern is particularly nrlkmg_'l'hl: kind of rerror
and tension of those turbulent years of the Assam agitarion that Arupa Parangia
Kalita had to endure influence her novels and short stories in a pronounced way.
Her short story “Aai”™ (Mother), where she depicts the sufferings of 2 mother who
after losing her hushand in a blast loses her sons one by one, for insrance, is a
wi?hl_}r illustration, The sons who turn o insurgency are all killed by the army
while the mother loses her mental balance. With each lnss she withdraws from
the real warld, bus, significantdy enough, she retains in her mind, her identity of
a mother. She waits for her son everyday and rakes care 1o cook his rice. Otherwise,
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she is almost a child, 2nd if not interrupted, she would conrinue with the same
task unabavedly. At the end, it really becomes unbearable 1o warch her when she
comes face to face with her son’s dead body.

As a writer, her style is quite simple and lucid. Her descriptions of namure
too are remarkable. For example, the opening chapter of Phelrad delineares some
extremely beauiful picrures of nature, In spite of her focus on the sad realiries of
life she does not fail o observe the |1-\.'.1'|:I:}" of nature around her, ."'Lrup.j_ is,
undoubtedly, one of the most powerful writers of contemporary Assam.

Finally, we have the young award winning writer from Assam, Jahnavi
Barua. Unlike the other writers presented in this paper, she is a doctor by
profession settled in Bangalore Though she had been writing from a young
age; she became a full time wrirer anly from 2004. She first wrote short
stories for various ancthologies. The doy wba lose bir vodce is a children’s book
she had written earlier. She was awarded a Charles Wallace Trust Fellowship
for creative writing by the British Council in 2006. Her Nexr Door, which
was published in 2008, 1= a collection of shore stories based on Assam. In,
“The Magic Spell” from Neor Door she relates a simple story of a young couple
with a five year old daughter . The incident about the swallowing of wild
seeds called larumond makes the parents realise that for a while they had drifted
apart. The child’s action manages to bring them together again. The activities
of the child are beautifully deseribed.

_lul'H'.'r sertler almicn an the phick e .'Jl'"|rr'|'|'.-'r' rirder e cre Eper & s st bo Der pick. She
fakes a pod and srips the seeds from ity the smiles as she seer the preny scarles
seeds in ber palin. They netle there glivtening like lietle glaos beads, The seeds are
beauriful: they are red and smooth el shiny and bave a lirsle black eye ar'one
endl Magic seeds. Thats what Minori, Malak maid, seid they were.

(Barw, 2008: 8)

Her love for nature is displayed in her descriprions in “Honeybees™ anather
story from the same collection,

The foarmy streawmns of warer slivhered foreh ke a many-headed smake, engulfing
£l :’r_.rn'-': INg iR .'i."E.".'.l'. Jeaoues sreli=namedd, Tihe river, be rl|I|F.lI'.'l:|'.ll'I' El.".Tg.-.:p_' ﬂ}:".‘ { w,
The |:'-.II..'.'!__|.' Rriver, Now in the winter ile river fogi .:;J'l]_ﬂ.-'_.'."_"l:.e; B e ..-:-rni'l
senssionsly sifoer-bluwe wnaters shimmering in the morning sun. Tirrguaise
kingfishers sat a patient solitude on the trees that lined the banks and evevy now
el then darted out of the foliage and dove into the warers in search of fish
(Barua, 2008: £9, 50)

And from Redirh,

- .-'i_,l'ﬂ'-.':’:' E-._.F-‘I‘-u'u ol Furve seveled i phhe .:'nrl.--;l,ﬂ ﬂlf_l,!'-:'..'.'..-.'.l:-_ll'L.-.- & bl i e If‘-..--';' e
she street; they ive a nacous lot and their screeching and fFisky play makes me smilk.
{(Barna, 2010:10)
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Buet eve the silence was wild it was a tawe silence held up by the mured suishing
of the trees in the wind, by the whirrings of untaried insects in the distance.
{(Barwa, 2010:38)

Her srories are based on her native state. In her novel, again, she moves from
Bangalore to Guwahari and Guwahati to Bangalore. There are frequent references
not only to the land, the rivers, flowers, birds but also ro the customs and traditions

of her land. In Nexe Door, for instance, she writes:

That was when she began to teach Makon, Anupams sister the rudiments of
sweaving Makon a confident ten-year-old, learns quickly, and vevy soon she was

able to weave a gamosa by berself,
{ Barua, 2008: 51},

Jahnavi Barua is a fine artse and her language too is really powerful. For
example,

My days and nights, dreams and real life, are woven together in a delicare
pattern; without fail e first few moments of waking up set the tone for the day
thhatt follen.

{Barray, 200032

Her one liners are particularly impressive, For instance,

No ure walls; we are imprisoned in onr thogtis, (Barwa, 200 0: 58)
Ssone fole so much more permanent. (Bavua, 2000: 49
{ awn alove in ny soporific swate. (Barua, 2000: 57}

Unlike the other writers from the region Jahnavi never presents the
disturhances of the region too bluntly. On the surface, she seems almaost
unconcerned. All the same, she cannot afford to ignare the continuing disturbances
and mrmeil. Consequentdy, there are storics in the Near Door dealing with che
impact of on the upcoming generation.

Maden fooked wnconsfortable. "Yon Kuow', fre said, o join in the ﬁg-"rrﬁr the
motherland’. He added deflantly. There is good money in it you know, Amnpamn
fooked thowghifil, T don’t dewy that." And it is & fust cause too.” Madian face
wuts creased in thought. “T agree," Anupam said. But you are your paveriss’ only
son’ (| Barwa, 2008: 56)

Even in her novel she never fails to refer to them.
A small caprion an the vight side catches my eye: red aiert in Aseam ay the

countdonmn beging to the raising day of one of the fnsurgent groups.

(Barwa, 2000:34)
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She also deals with human relationships and the family bond. The last story
in MNewt door, which is the dde of the collecrion, is appropriately put at the end. It
is a gripping tale which could be true of any part of India.

The endings of her short srories are usually abrupt and leave the reader
wondering about the fate of the protagonise, Similady, the list of the different
varieties of birds and Rlowers she refers to is an unending one. Again, she is quire
meticuwlous and methodical is her deails, For exam ple in the laramoni {h:wing
case of "The Magic ﬁ:u:]l" referred o earlier she is like a scientist in stating the
facts and the symproms.

The |'.|||.'|T of Relireh, for which she was sharelisied for the prestigious The
Man Asian |i1.-|:i.]!':.-'5' aweard for 2001, i% VETY CONEMpoTary. The profagonist Kaber
comes from the small ity of Guwahari 1o stay with her affluent hushand, She
sLdys in A lusuriows flae decoraved Yery I!J'-1|:1:|:||.|_l.". Kaberi has a F,c_s-t_'u.| tashe Too In
spine of her .'i-iﬂip]il.'il':r'. Burt she micses the OPEnness af her life back home,

I would swep owe of the flar, locking fr carefully behind me, and run wp the
ternice webere I was surronnded by the sky (Barwa, 2010:0)

ihe keeps on referning to the frequent trips vo Kaziranga with cousin Joya, and
Bina Mahi and Bipul Moha and her parenrs.

Far .full.'.-"_."z‘.r.-r HiARE I aeri .?_,l'.}rﬂ'rf-.:-r I ol :.?.-'F wetl, F el dream .::l__f'_ll':::}-.q' ane
RAEIRIRgE, K-u.n.:'.r." dreanss, [ il wake M P mip 1ersh F:.;I,r-lp."_l.'.r'n, i _rrf.l'__'|.|..-|.'
ahous themt tontarmoue.

Loving her hushand immensely her entire life revolved round him.
Unfortunately, they had no children. And he too was of a different
temperament. OF course he did cooperate with her = raking her to the doctor
tor tests. Bur by thar time their relarionship had soured and he drifred 1o
another woman. He was an the ve rge 1:|F|:|':'|.'n-r-;:-|1'_|g her when he learned of her
Pregnamncy. Sh.l'.' hili 'I:hi.l'I.E:_.‘\. L] .'ial:l[]-: :u'|.|:|. |:|.i:|.|. Fi a1 infn::-rrn hirn 3_|:|t;|u_|; i_l;. Hnw.;_'w_-r
he learns about it from the doeror’s bills, Meanwhile her father expires and
she goes to Guwahari. She always nurtured a feeling of rejection from her
father, In fact, her parents’ married life was nor a bed of roses either. Yet her
mother continued .Kaveri revoles inwardly against her chauvinistic husband
whao prides in being able to provide her with all that she fancies. He mocks
her that she could not maintain her status without his help. In her revale
against her uncaring husband she keeps him hanging in her decision to stay
marricd t¢ him. The novel ends with her regaining her balance after the years
ol marriage and ends up confident. She moves from Bangalore o Guwahari.
The emptiness of her husband’s luxurious apartment in Bangalore becomes a
foil for the airy and spacious house built by Mridul on the banks of the river
Brahmaputra. Her life is a parallel vo her mother's life .From Bangalore 1o
Guwahati her mind keeps on moving, an unfaichful husband, a lonely and
insecure lite. We are left wondering what decision she rakes. This is one writer
we should look forward to.
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LIFTING THE VEIL
fmpact of Recene Whritings in English from the North-Ease of India

Swlmaei Baraa

Geographically distane from the rest of the India, connected to its main
body only by the precarious chicken’s neck, the North-East corner of the country
has been a :I:I'l:r'-'-li.'l'i'!.'ll.l-i Flfﬂq.'-:_. shrouded in an imp:nc[r,thln:- mize, for most Indians.
Orver the years, improved routes of communication — railways, new airines, mobile
phones, the internet, tourism — have succeeded in lifting this veil to a cerrain
extent bur still, a vast amount of uncertainty, apprehension and plain ignorance
remained. While we no longer had to explain thar we were not Chinese - as [ have
had e as a child in Delhi — we now had o explain why many of us did not look
“North-Eastern®, Then, an entirely unexpected event took place. From a rrickle
in the eightics and the nineties, writings in English from the North-East flowed
down the hills and through valleys of this region in increasing volumes, coalescing
into an unstoppable food that happily spilled over into the rest of India with
interesting effects

Fiction is not the prescribed method of studying peoples and culwre; it
cannot replace the wraditional methods of teaching and learning, bur it certainly
is one of the more pleasurable ways of opening our minds to other kinds of
people and to their worlds. So many of us have plunged into the fantastic world
of Latin America with s exuberant colours, valuptuous fragrances and entirely
unexpected people, through the writings of Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Isabel Allende
and the poetry of Pablo Nemda. Many more have been awed |:|.}- the |-q.t|.||::.-' ot
moonlit nights over snowy steppes as they have been depicred by the Russan
master writers. And of course, the winds over bleak Yorkshire moors and their
equally grim residents are still vivid in many minds, as are the downs of the
Herional Wessex, an area roughly corresponding to today’s Deven, Dorchester
and Wiltshire. Closer 1o home, stories translated from Kannada are coloured by
the vivid erange of the kanakambaram Aower, a blossom much prized in the
region, while tales from Tamil Nadu leave us with the lingering tastes of spicy
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sambar and rasam. A Punjabi tale brings to mind bright vellow mustard fields
while any story from Rajasthan evokes images of sandsrone palaces rising up like
mirages from the deserr sands. Fiction then, is a definite way of enticing readers
to step over the threshold of a certain landscape, ro explore ir and if this journey
can be made interesting enough the reader ventures further and further in his
quest. What better way to acquaint oneself with an unfamiliar world?

Where the language of a region of the world is not English, rranslaring local
fiction is the only way this exchange can be made possible and where good
translations are not widely available, then the only bridge berween that region
and the rest of the world is fiction from the local area written in English, While
there are excellent translations of Assamese writings in English, many more are
urgently needed o display sufficiently well the entire range of our fiction, poetry
and other writings o the world. In the meantime, writers in English from the
region are crossing over from its misty valleys and hills vo other parts of India and
the world, carrying with them tales of these forgorten lands and its people. They
are not many in number but the stories I!hl:}' have sent our have jmprn-fd. and
aroused the interest of many who have been indifferent before. In facr, a new
term has been coined recently in Indian Wiiting in English: Writings from North-
East India. This term has aroused concern in many, writers and non-writers alike;
the worry is that this bringing together of all fiction from the Narth-East under
one umbrella will serve to undermine i, to ghetroize it in a way, and they sy that
individual writers should be assessed and read as just writers, disregarding their
origin entirely. The argument extends to the fact thar even the term “North-East
India” is an artificial construct. While these concerns may be perfectly valid,
there are twa things to be remembered.

Firstly, that the writers came before the term. Individual writers in English
from the North-East have been writing and publishing and struggling to be
published and read for many years before this term became popular towards the
end of the year 2009, The Morth East Writer’s Forum (NEWTF) has been in
existence since 1998 and many, if not all, the writers in English from the region
have been associated with ir, in some way or the other. Arup Kumar Dhurta’s
fiction, Drhruba Hazarika's “A Bowstring Winter”, Mitra Phukan’s " The Collector’s
Wife", Mamang Dai's "Legends of Pensam”, Temsula Ao’s “These Hills called
Home", Siddhartha Deb’s novels “The Point of Return”™ and “Surface”, Anjum
Hasan'’s “Lunaric in My Head" and my cwn collection of short ficion “Mext
Door”, the non-fiction writings uFE:Ln:nJ}' Hazarika, Jaideep Saikia and others
were published before this term came into common use. These works were read
and loved as individual works of separate writers, not because of a secondary
interest in the region their writers came from. It can be argued, in facy, thar the
impact of this group of writers, among others, led to the generation of interest in
publishing, academic and media circles and that led, in turn, to the birth of the
term “English Writings from North-East India”. Jamia Millia University has now
institured an optional paper in their M.A syllabus rermed “Englich Writings From
Morth-East India”; they have included the novels of Birendra K. Bhattacharya,
Easterine Iralu and Anjum Hasan; the poetry of Robin Ngangom, Mamang Dai
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and Lyesmond Lee Kharmawphang: and the short fiction of Temsula Ao, Margaret
£ama, Kynpham Nonghkynrih and Jahnavi Barua.

Secondly, thae there is lietle harm in being banded together, for the time
being, if that makes us stronger and more visible, Por a region that has been
invisible for so long, any visibility should be welcame. And there is strength in
numbers; the older writers have perhaps paved the way and the baron is now
being expertly carried by a new crop of talented writers from the region: Siddhartha
Sharma, Aruni Huth}'J.p.. Mitoa [Das, Mona Zoce Unong athers, And iu'-ul! as in
American fiction or in Russian fiction and fcrion from Africa, wrirers will
eventually be read and remembered, not for the region they are slotted into bur
for the beauty and impacr of their individual writing. And for the different stories
they are able to tell. Writers from the Narth-East by virtue of their geography and
history do have a different story 1o tell from the rest of India — thar is what
perhaps, has sparked off such an interest in them.

What then, has been the impact of these recent writings from the region?
The most immediate and visible impact has been the kindling of a new kind of
interest in the r"'l.';-i"" n. While many of us from the FERION, AT SOMme point or the
other, have served as unofficial tourist guides for friends and strangers from the
ourside world, this time around a different, more informed curisity aboit the
place and its people has been generared. Many times, [ have been stopped by
complete strangers at book readings and book shops, who ask, not only about the
geographical places of interest in the region, but abour the rest. They seck 1o
know about the people and their ways, about the food they cat and the clothes
they wear. They plan 1o visit the North-East whenever they can and when asked
whart sparked off this interest, many of them answer thar it was a book. They
came across Dhruba Hazarika's short stories and wondered at this culoure whese
man and nature seemed to share a rare bond; some read abour Shillo ng in Anjum
Hasan’s first book and were fascinated by this forgorten hill-station; many read
about the feisty protagonist in Mitra Phukan's first novel and were curious ghous
the position of women in this unusual society and many wandered onto the
banks of the Brahmapurra in my collection, Next Door, and decided to come
and rake 3 |-:'-r|]q tor themselves

An awareness beyond the obvious physical artractions of the region has been
excited and this time around, it is nor a vayeuristic curiosity for the exotic, bur an
awareness that there is in that distant comer of the North-East people wha,
while being very different in many ways, are also not unlike the rest of the country
as far as universal human aspirations, loves, longings and losses are concerned.

In a recent interview with The Hindu, the interviewer brought up an
interesting question: he noticed thar in my writings he found characters "walking
the tight rope of desperation and a quiet rebellion.” He wondered if that had
anything to do with the place | came from. A very acute observation and | answered
in the affirmative, saying that in our sociery, moderation and restraint have always
traditionally been strongly emphasized, although things are changing with modern
influences. Reflecting on this intelligent and thought-praveking question, I realised
that while I had not consciously set our to draw any character as a forbearing,
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restrained, calm individual, my own societal conditioning had led me vo wrire
them that way. Similarly, the position of women has been commented upon by
several readers, The joron ceremony excited much interest when readers realised
a girl also received substantial gifes unlike in other communities where the flow
was in one direction only. OF course, some also argued that this custom
commaoditized a girl, but concluded thar it was preferable to dowry any day. The
matriarchal system of the Khasis: rribal loyalties as vividly described in Temsula
Ao’s work and the central position of nature are other points that have drawn
vigorous interest. In almost every piece of work thar has come out of this region,
the physical beauty of the landscape has shone through. Readers have noriced
this and the strong bond that people share with their land. And of course, the
political situation, in particular, the long running insurgency, invires much
discussion in all. g.al|1|:| i:lig!h.

Fiction is not geography or history and certainly not, sociological texy, and
it should not be written or read thar way, but sometimes a novel or a shart story
can serve to illuminate a place or people in a way that nothing else can. In recent
wears, it is my belief, that the srory-tellers of the North-East have done juse that.
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and Desmond Lee Kharmawphang; and the shore fiction of Temsula Ao, Margarer
Zama, Kynpham Mongkynrik and Jahnavi Barua.

Secondly, that there is little harm in being banded rogether, for the time
b{“i_ng, if cthar makes us SITOnEer and more visible, Far a Tegion that has been
invisible for so long, any visibility should be welcome. And there is strength in
numbers; the older writers have perhaps paved the way and the baron is now
being experty carried by a new crop of talented wrirers from the region: Siddhartha
Sharma, Aruni Kashyap, Nitoo Das, Mona Zote among others. And just as in
American fiction or in Russian fiction and fiction from Africa, writers will
eventually be read and remembered, not for the region they are slorted into but
fior the beaury and impact of their individual writing. And for the different stories
they are able to tell. Writers from the MNorth-East by virme of their geography and
histary do have a different story to tell from the rest of India — thar s what
perhaps, has sparked off such an interest in them.

What then, has been the impact of these recent writings from the region?
The most immediate and visible impact has been the kindling of 2 new kind of
interest in the region. While many of us from the region, az some point or the
ather, have served as unofficial rounist guides for friends and strangers from the
ourside world, this rime around a different, more informed cusiosity abour the
place and its people has been generated. Many times, 1 have been stopped by
complete strangers at book |:1u:||ngs- and book 5]1-.\»|:|5. who ask, net only abour the
geographical places of interest in the region, but about the rest. They seck 1o
know about the people and their ways, about the food they eat and the clothes
they wear. They plan o visic the North-East whenever they can and when asked
what sparked off this interest, many of them answer that it was a book. They
came across Dhruba Hazarika’s shore stories and wondered ar this culture where
man and nature seemed vo share a rare bond; some read abour Shillong in Anjum
Hasan's first book and were fascinaved by this forgooten hill-stadon; many read
about the feisty protagonist in Mitra Phukan’s first novel and were curious about
the position of women in this unusual sociery and many wandered onto the
banks of the Brahmapurtra in my collection, Nexr Door, and decided to come
HIII.I. |i|k|: il ]I:I".:lk E-I." !I'II'_'II'I':L'E'I-'L'.‘u.

An awareness beyond the obvious physical anractions of the region has been
excited and chis time around, it is not a voyeuristic curiosity for the exoric, but an
awareness that there is in thar distant corner of the North-East a people who,
while being very different in many ways, are also not unlike the rest of the country
as far as universal human aspirarions, loves, longings and losses are concerned

In a recent interview with The Hindn, the interviewer brought up an
interesting question: he noticed rhar in my wrirings he found characrers “walking
the tight rope of desperation and a quier rebellion.” He wondered it thar had
anything to do with the place | came from. A very acute ohservation and | answered
in the affirmarive, saying that in our sociery, moderation and restraine have always
traditionally been strongly emphasized, .|J1|'mubh things are changing with modern
infliences, I-tu:l'ln,::ngq:-n this intelligent and choughr-provoking question, | realised
that while I had not -:,.|_||'m.|.|11|:'.|]. st out po draw any characrer as a !|-r_'-r'|"u:.J.|II'|i,.
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restrained, calm individual, my own societal conditioning had led me wo write
them thar way. Similarly, the position of women has been commented upon by
several readers, The joron ceremony excited much interest when readers realised
a girl aleo received substantial gifts unlike in other communities where the flow
was in one direction only. OF course, some also argued thar this custom
commaoditized a girl, but concluded thar it was preferable to dowry any day. The
matriarchal system of the Khasie rribal loyalties as vividly described in Temsula
Ao'’s work and the central position of nature are other points that have dawn
vigorous interest. In almost every piece of work that has come out of this region,
the physical beauty of the landscape has shone through. Readers have noriced
this and the strong bond thar people share with their land. And of course, the
political situation, in particular, the long running insurgency, invites much
discussion in all gatherings.

Fiction is not geography or history and certainly not, socinlogical rext, and
it should not be wrirten or read thar way, but sometimes a novel or a short story
can serve to illuminate a place or people in a way that nothing else can. In recent
years, it is my belief, thar the story-tellers of the North-East have done just that.
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