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EDITORIAL
For readers, writers, academics and scholars closely associated with
Re-Markings, the year 2017 will be remembered as a very important
milestone in the seventeen-year-old history of the journal. In addition to
two of our regular issues (March and September), two special
numbers – Bose: Immortal Legend of India’s Freedom and A World
Assembly of Poets, published in January and November 2017
respectively, contributed immensely in enhancing the extent of
international outreach that Re-Markings has been enjoying since its
inception in 2002.
The launch of Bose: Immortal Legend of India's Freedom at Agra on 18
March, 2017 by Harvard Professor Sugata Bose (grand-nephew of the
legendary hero, Subhas Chandra Bose) in the presence of numerous
contributors to the volume and dignitaries from various parts of the
country created an awe-inspiring aura of patriotic fervor in this historic
city of Agra. Professor Sugata Bose's unforgettable address made the
packed Agra Club auditorium resonate with the undying spirit of Netaji
Subhas Chandra Bose. The initiative taken by Re-Markings in
addressing multi-dimensional aspects of Bose’s life and work in the
volume did not end with the historic launch of the special number. The
flame of love, ‘entire and whole and perfect’, for mother India, kindled
by Netaji’s magnificent vision and revolutionary zeal, as reflected in the
volume, continues to inspire us to rise above petty selfish motives and
prioritize the welfare of the nation with unquestionable devotion,
whatever may be the calling of our life. It is significant that the impact
of our tribute to Bose on his 120th birth anniversary impressed the
Indian Council of Historical Research (ICHR), New Delhi to grant Dr.
Bhim Rao Ambedkar University, Agra and Re-Markings the permission
to organize jointly a National Seminar on “Subhas Chandra Bose: Life,
Work and Legacy” in Agra in 2018. I am thankful to Professor Sugam
Anand for his initiative in this context. The proposed seminar (the
details of which will be on our website www.re-markings.com soon)
will provide us another great opportunity to come together to be
motivated by the iconic hero who changed the fate of India with his
sterling leadership of the Indian National Army (INA).
The adulations and accolades that have come to Re-Markings from
poets and poetry lovers of various countries in the globe by virtue of
the publication of its mega-volume A World Assembly of Poets, guest
edited by my intimate friend and celebrity Gambian poet, Dr. Tijan M.
Sallah, have been a truly humbling experience. The extent of its

popularity can be ascertained from the statement made by Jonah
Raskin at the end of his Huffingtonpost.com review (included in this
issue): “If you read one anthology of poetry this year, make it A World
Assembly of Poets. I can almost guarantee that you won’t be sorry. I
can almost guarantee that you will be saddened, elated, provoked and
delighted.” Elaborate comments and reviews of the volume are
available on www.nibirkghosh.blogspot.in.
Appreciative felicitations from both friends and strangers on reaching
new milestones doubtlessly provide a deep sense of fulfillment and
cheer but they also place upon us the enormous responsibility of
heading for new destinations to meet the expectations of all those who
have faith in the journal’s carrying out its avowed commitment and
obligation to social responsibility.
Having always been at the forefront in highlighting local, regional,
national and global issues, Re-Markings has decisively registered its
indelible imprint on the social, cultural and literary map of the world
with erudite critical and creative renderings.
Cutting across barriers and boundaries of time, clime and space, the
current issue of Re-Markings illuminates the spirited engagement of its
contributors in challenging the status quo in every sphere of human
existence through narratives and counter-narratives of resistance and
protest to create a better world for us to inhabit. On the one hand, this
volume takes us into the amazing insightful experiences of Jonathan
Swift’s Gulliver and, on the other, it tells us about the miraculous
transformation of Margaret Noble to Sister Nivedita under the spiritual
influence of Swami Vivekanda. If the volume foregrounds the plight and
predicament of women in contemporary Indian society as reflected in
literature, it also shows how the daring initiative of a semi-literate
woman like Sampat Pal Devi, hailing from a remote hamlet in Uttar
Pradesh, can make her rise in heroic splendor to change the rules of
the gender game. It is equally heartening to see the transformative
potential of creativity in bringing even adivasis living on the margins of
society to the centre of our conscience as well as consciousness.
I deeply thank the members of the Re-Markings’ fraternity for the
unalloyed love you all have shown for the journal in its eventful journey
and for continuously enriching it with your erudite contributions and
unstinted support.
Nibir K. Ghosh
Chief Editor
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‘LEARNING TO ACCOMMODATE SPACES’
A CONVERSATION WITH LUCINDA ROY
Nibir K. Ghosh
Lucinda Roy, Alumni Distinguished Professor in Creative Writing,
teaches in the MFA program at Virginia Tech in the U.S. Her books
include the poetry collections Fabric and The Humming Birds, the
novels Lady Moses and The Hotel Alleluia, and the memoircritique No Right to Remain Silent: What We’ve Learned from the
Tragedy at Virginia Tech. Her poetry, fiction, and creative nonfiction
have been published in numerous journals and anthologies, including
American Poetry Review, Callaloo, North American Review, Prairie
Schooner, Poet Lore, River Styx, the Chronicle of Higher Education,
the New York Times, the Guardian and USA Today. She has appeared
on many TV and radio programs. Among her awards are the
Commonwealth of Virginia’s Outstanding Faculty Award, the Virginia
Press Women’s Association’s Newsmaker of the Year Award, and the
Baxter Hathaway Poetry Prize for her long slave-narrative poem
“Needlework.” She is working on a novel about slavery, and a series of
oil paintings depicting the Middle Passage.
In this exchange with Nibir K. Ghosh, Lucinda Roy sheds insightful
light on issues and concerns related not only to her abundant creativity
but also on her role as a citizen of the world’s most powerful
democracy.
Ghosh: It is a pleasure to greet you on behalf of Re-Markings. Equally
delighted to have your poems in the Re-Markings’ Special Number
titled A World Assembly of Poets. How does it feel to be a part of an
international community of poets brought together by the collaborative
initiative of a journal from India?
Lucinda Roy: I think it is very important to hear voices from around the
world. One of the many strengths of this special global issue is that it
provides readers with work by a wide range of writers. These diverse
voices shed light on exciting developments in the genre of poetry. They
help us understand how much we all share with each other.
Ghosh: How do you feel writing in multiple genres: poetry, fiction,
nonfiction, memoir?
Lucinda Roy: I love writing in multiple genres, though I have to say it
can be extremely challenging. The demands of one genre are very
different from the demands of another, and a writer who leaps between
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and among genres has to learn a whole new set of techniques and
approaches. But I believe that writing fiction can help you understand
the potential of narrative to recreate and capture experience, and that
writing poetry can enable you to see the power of language, word
choice, and conciseness. Writing nonfiction forces you to tackle what
is meant by “the truth,” and examine how that is linked to your own
aesthetic.
Ghosh: What initiated you into creative writing? At what age did you
write your first poem? Do you recall its title and the content?
Lucinda Roy: I began writing as a child in London, where I grew up.
My mother, a former repertory actor, loved poetry and would recite
Keats as she washed the dishes. My father wrote two novels before he
died at a young age. Writing has always been a part of my life. I believe
one of my first poems was titled “The Giant.” It was written in
fourteeners (lines of 14 syllables each—a form I hadn’t consciously
adopted), and it was about a man who was considered to be a
monster and an outcast by everyone and everything, except the natural
world. He tended the forest and sang to the trees of his loneliness. I
may revive the poem as I’m thinking about writing a collection of
poems for children. An even earlier poem than that was one I wrote
about a stray dog. I must have been about 9 or 10 when I wrote it. My
teacher entered it into a competition run by the RSPCA (Royal Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals) and it won first place. The
prize was a book about animals. I was thrilled, even though I wasn’t
particularly fond of animals at that time. I grew up poor, so the prize
mattered to me a great deal. I thought to myself, I can make money
from this poetry business! Little did I know how untrue that was! But I
learned that poetry was one of the purest forms. I learned to write for
the sheer joy of it, and because it allowed me to say things I couldn’t
say in any other genre.
Ghosh: You are an MFA in Creative Writing from the University of
Arkansas. In what way did the course contribute in shaping your career
as a writer? Can creative writing really be taught?
Lucinda Roy: I don’t think talent can be taught, but I do think that the
craft of writing can be. There are tips I give my students who are
writing novels, for example, that I wish someone had given me when I
began writing my first novel. MFA programs, like the one at Arkansas
and the one here at Virginia Tech, also allow students to work with a
supportive community of writers who are as passionate about
language as they are. MFAs aren’t for everyone, of course. But for

A Conversation with Lucinda Roy

9

those who are inspired by the voices and opinions of others, and those
who are open to trying out new approaches, MFA programs can be
very helpful.
Ghosh: Who would you consider your literary mentor?
Lucinda Roy: If I’m honest, I would have to say that my literary
mentors were the British writers I read in school and in university
(Shakespeare, Dickens, Emily Bronte, Jane Austen, Doris Lessing, and
hundreds of others), the writers I taught as a VSO (Voluntary Service
Overseas) teacher in West Africa (Achebe, Soyinka), and the writers I
now read and whose work I teach to my undergraduate and graduate
students in the U.S. People like Rita Dove (I was delighted to see her
work in A World Assembly of Poets, by the way), Mary Oliver, James
Wright, and Elizabeth Bishop.
Ghosh: What inspiration in creative writing came from your parents?
Lucinda Roy: My parents, however, were the ones who instilled in me
a love of language. I think it unlikely I would have become a writer had
it not been for them. They prized the word, saw glory in it, and
conveyed that wondrousness to me. So although my father died when
I was only five, and although we grew up poor, I felt wealthy because
of all the dog-eared books and marvelous original works of art in our
house. I felt we had a secret. And though other children may call us
names because there were so few biracial families in those days, I
could step inside our house and get confirmation that Black wasn’t
simply beautiful, it had a glory all its own.
Ghosh: Your poem “Carousel” is a warm tribute to your father, Namba
Roy. In the poem you write,
I have the ivory statues and the pictures
telling stories of African ancestors,
a birth, flights into Egypt. In your work
I find the stillness of your eyes and mouth
the stillness that is always at the center
of the spinning ball we hurl high and long.
Could you please elaborate?
Lucinda Roy: I try not to comment too much on particular lines of
poetry because I like them to stand on their own. In addition, that
particular poem appears on some international exams, and I therefore
get notes from students in Japan, the U.K., and elsewhere, asking me
to explicate the entire poem for them! But suffice it to say, in these
lines I was referring to my father’s art work. He was one of the earliest
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artists to portray Jesus as Black. He got a lot of pushback when he did
so. My father, Namba Roy, wasn’t fond of orthodox religion, but he
loved the power of myth. He therefore took as his inspiration Jamaican
myths, Biblical narratives, and anything else that stimulated his
imagination. In “Carousel,” the whole poem is about circles, which
both trap us and liberate us in some unexpected ways.
Ghosh: How does it feel to be black and female in the most powerful
democracy in the world?
Lucinda Roy: I feel I have a lot to do and much I need to speak up
about.
Ghosh: At the beginning of the 21st century, how significant are terms
like “the color line” and “double consciousness” from the American
perspective?
Lucinda Roy: Terms like these are still significant, though racism is
often subtler than it used to be, and all of us have learned that identity
as a construct is fraught with paradox and irony. As a biracial woman,
I have always understood that my story is unlikely to be the “official,”
societal narrative. Everything is a process of negotiation. The trick is
not to lose oneself during that negotiation process.
Ghosh: How did the multicultural impact on your life and personality
help shape your vision as a writer and poet?
Lucinda Roy: I wouldn’t be who I am, of course, had my father not
been Jamaican and my mother English. I had to learn early to celebrate
my own difference. I think it’s a lesson I have carried with me.
Ghosh: Is there a progression of thought from your first poetry
collection, Fabric and your later poetry volume, The Humming Birds?
Lucinda Roy: There is always a development from one collection to the
other. Fabric is my most recent collection, published last year. In it, I
returned to some of the subjects I explored in my first two collections,
Wailing the Dead to Sleep, and The Humming Birds. The impact of
slavery is a subject to which I return often. I am finishing up a novel
about that now. My art work also reflects my interest in the Middle
Passage. I think I’m always asking the question, “How did people
manage to survive in the face of such enormous brutality and
suffering?” The fact that they did so is remarkable. The fact that so
many are still suffering around the world is something I try never to
forget.
Ghosh: Who are your favorite African American writers?
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Lucinda Roy: It would be hard to say who my favorites are because
there are so many I love, but I find work by writers like Toni Morrison,
Ethelbert Miller (another writer in the Re-Markings anthology), James
Baldwin, Nikki Giovanni, and Rita Dove to be inspiring.
Ghosh: What inspired you to create the character of Jacinta Louise in
your debut novel, Lady Moses?
Lucinda Roy: The main character, Jacinta Louise Buttercup Moses,
refused to be quiet. She haunted me for years and kept insisting I tell
her story. I woke up with her and went to bed with her, whether I
wanted to or not. I had to throw out the first 1,000 pages I wrote
because the story wouldn’t come together. I hadn’t written a novel
before and had barely written any fiction. I learned by doing. I think
that, in some ways, it’s the best way to learn.
Ghosh: How would you react to the comment on Lady Moses: “Roy
handles her complex plot with impressive authority as she tackles
themes of racial identity, mental illness and female self-reliance”?
Lucinda Roy: I would react with gratitude.
Ghosh: How were you impacted by the Virginia Tech shooting spree
that saw Seung-Hui Cho kill 32 students in your institution? Can you
recount the concerns that you have expressed so graphically on
violence in American institutions in No Right to Remain Silent?
Lucinda Roy: As I wrote in my memoir about the mass shooting
tragedy we experienced here at Virginia Tech, all of us who lived
through it were greatly impacted by the violence that occurred on April
16th, 2007. I am still concerned that people are resistant to considering
how dangerous it is to have so many weapons in a country. (In the
U.S., there are almost as many guns as there are people.) I think my
main concern about the prevalence of violence in the U.S. is that the
refusal to address it leads to a vicious cycle of repetition. I have spent
much of the past ten years speaking at colleges and universities about
the challenges posed by troubled students who can obtain weapons
more easily than they can obtain cigarettes. Until the U.S. faces this
issue, the violence will continue and more people will die—women,
racial minorities, and young people, in particular. But people should not
be fooled into thinking that America and gun culture are one and the
same. The diversity in this country is remarkable, and Americans are
some of the friendliest people I have ever known. It is within our power
to move away from violence. It is a terrible shame that politics, profit,
and prejudice often get in the way.
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Ghosh: How did it feel to be in the glare of the international media
subsequent to the gruesome episode?
Lucinda Roy: I am glad that kind of media attention has subsided,
though it always returns whenever there is another mass shooting at a
school or university. It is painful to speak about that time, but I am
inspired by others around the world who have dealt with worse and
emerged hopeful and energized. Words still give me hope—as does a
dialogue, such as this one, that acknowledges and celebrates
difference.
Ghosh: It was lovely talking to you. Thank you.
•

Dr. Nibir K. Ghosh is UGC Emeritus Professor in the
Department of English Studies & Research at Agra College,
Agra. He was Senior Fulbright Fellow at the University of
Washington, Seattle, U.S.A. during 2003-04. His current
engagement is on “Buddhist Perspectives in Contemporary
African American and Dalit Writings.”

❖

GULLIVER’S TRAVELS: VEXING AND MENDING
Jonah Raskin
Who could or would ever forget Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels that
was originally published in Dublin in 1727 as Travels into Several
Remote Nations of the World? Swift was then sixty-years old, a bit late
in life to write a masterpiece. Born on November 30, 1667, he would
have celebrated his 350th birthday in 2017, not impossible for an
author who brought to life the strangest and most wonderful of
creatures both big and small, young and old. Dublin, Ireland was not a
center of the literary world in 1727, but publication there did not
prevent the book from traveling far and wide. Almost immediately,
readers linked the narrative to its main character who quickly grew to
be as famous as Hamlet and Lear, and so the book became known as
Gulliver’s Travels. Surely every reader who has discovered it and who
has been lured inside its pages remembers Mr. Lemuel Gulliver’s firstperson accounts of his fictional adventures in Lilliput, the land of tiny
people with tiny minds or in Brobdingnag, the land of giants who make
him feel very small, indeed. Then, there are his extraordinary voyages
to those strange and yet familiar countries with preposterous and
nearly unpronounceable names, including Glubbdubdrib and
Luggnagg, and then finally to the land of the Houyhnhnms, where the
intrepid voyager seems to become disenchanted with humanity itself.
“I have ever hated all nations, professions and communities and all my
love is towards individuals,” Swift wrote in a letter to his friend,
Alexander Pope, in 1725, as he was getting ready to write Gulliver’s
Travels. “I hate the tribe of lawyers, but I love counselors,” he insisted.
He added, “I hate and detest that animal called man, although I heartily
love John, Peter, Thomas and so forth. Upon this great foundation of
misanthropy…the whole building of my travels is erected.”
What he might have said and that he took for granted was that he
didn’t write for money or for fame, but rather to tell the truth as he saw
it, painful as it might be to that “animal called man.” Almost all of
Swift’s works were published anonymously; only for Gulliver’s Travels
did he receive any payment: £ 200, a considerable sum in the 1720s.
Fortunately, individual men recognized the beauty of Swift’s foundation
and his construction, too.
Of Swift’s narrative, Sir Walter Scott wrote, “This celebrated satirical
romance has extended the name and the reputation of its author to
nations who might never have heard of the favorite of Lord Oxford, the
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champion of the Church of England, or even the protector of the
liberties of Ireland.” The poet and critic William Hazlitt in his Lectures
on the English Poets observed, “Whether the excellence of Gulliver’s
Travels is in the conception or the execution, is of little consequence;
the power is somewhere, and it is a power that has moved the world.”
Still, for much of the nineteenth century, Gulliver’s Travels was either
dismissed or ignored by arbiters of taste; it didn’t fit into any of their
neat literary categories, and the author’s name was largely lost in the
passage of time.
In the twentieth century, Gulliver’s Travels was rediscovered and
reappraised. By 2017, when it celebrated its 190th anniversary, it had
been translated into dozens of languages and turned into comic books
and movies. The word, “Swiftian,” in the sense of caustic, pessimistic
and even misanthropic had become as much a part of the English
language as “Orwellian,” an adjective to which it was related. Swift is
credited with coining and popularizing more than half-a-dozen words,
including” Yahoo,” “modernism” and “truism.” Like Orwell, he created
worlds and a worldview. Gulliver’s Travels and Nineteen Eighty-Four
belong together on the same bookshelf, though they’re divided by
centuries, wars and revolutions that surely would not have surprised
Swift.
The first edition of Gulliver’s Travels came with maps that were no
doubt intended to persuade readers that the locations were real. Lilliput
appears to be somewhere off the coast of Sumatra, while Brobdingnag
looks like a peninsular to the north of what is now the city of San
Francisco. The first edition also included an engraving that depicts the
author, “Captain Lemuel Gulliver,” as a young man with long hair, a
scarf tied around his neck and with the appearance of the common
man of his day and not an aristocrat.
Swift’s genius lay in his ability to combine satire with the travel
narrative—complete with storms and shipwrecks—and then to create
a work that was part science fiction (ahead of its time) and part
magical realism (also ahead of its time.) On top of that, he wrote a
book that, from the time it was first published in 1726-1727 to the
present day, has appealed to adults and children, though it’s not a
children’s book like Winnie the Pooh. Indeed, one doesn’t have to
understand the allusions and get the allegories to appreciate Swift’s
fecund imagination and his bold fantasy. Even a Swift scholar such as
A. E. Dyson noted that Gulliver’s Travels was not only “complex and
elusive” but also “baffling” and yet still a delight. The ever-shifting
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scenes, the strange and wonderful characters and Swift’s crystal clear
prose keep the reader entertained nearly every step of the way.
Swift’s biography is no less fascinating than the life of his character,
Lemuel Gulliver, who explains at the start of his pseudo-autobiography
that he was the third of five sons, that he attended college at
Cambridge, and that he studied navigation, medicine and mathematics
to better equip himself to venture into strange territories. Like his
protagonist, Swift had an insatiable curiosity. Unlike his protagonist, he
never traveled around the world, except in his imagination.
Born in Dublin, Ireland in 1667, the son of an impoverished
Englishman, he died in Dublin in 1745, though he spent much of his
adult life in London where he met and befriended many of the literary
luminaries of his day, including Joseph Addison, Richard Steele,
William Congreve, Alexander Pope and John Gray, author of The
Beggar’s Opera, the theme of which Swift suggested. Both a Whig and
a Tory, an insider and an outsider, a priest and a critic of the church, a
believer in reason and yet a great imaginative artist, Swift chaffed
under the conditions of the age in which he lived.
Perhaps only an author born in Ireland and loyal to the Irish could have
seen the corruptions of English society as clearly as he did. Then, too,
perhaps only an Irish-born author who lived much of his life in England
could have known that he had to disguise his biting satire as a kind of
fairy tale set in a series of never-never lands. Indeed, disguise was
essential if he didn’t want to literally lose his head, or go to prison, like
Gulliver, or be officially exiled. In fact, after many years in England he
returned to Ireland in 1714, and lived and wrote there until his death,
an outcast and an outlier from the London world that he loved and
probably hated.
A child of the Glorious Revolution of 1688—that deposed King James
II, a Roman Catholic, and the ascension of his daughter Mary, a
protestant, along with her anti-Papist husband, William of Orange—
Swift’s writings reflect the political intrigues and the political upheavals
of the era in which he lived. Except for Gulliver’s Travels, he received
no payment for his work, not for The Battle of the Books, A Tale of a
Tub or “A Modest Proposal,” the brilliant pamphlet in which he
suggested, ironically, that the children of the poor in Ireland be fattened
to feed the wealthy English.
Near the end of his life, his contemporaries assumed he was insane.
Contemporary biographies doubt that claim. He was buried at St.
Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin, next to Esther Johnson, known as
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“Stella” who is at the heart of Journal to Stella, written after Gulliver’s
Travels and that reveals his personal life. On his grave was inscribed,
the Latin phrase, ubi saeva indignatio ulterius cor lacerare nequit,
which is translated as “When a savage indignation can no further tear
his heart.” Next to it are the words, “a strenuous defender of liberty.”
Indeed, he defended freedom of thought and freedom of expression.
Swift did not invent satire. The ancient Egyptians, Greeks and Romans
deserve some of the credit for that. Satire also existed in Persian
literature and Arabic poetry long before Swift. But with Pope and
Dryden, he helped to create modern satire that is now on stage, TV and
the Internet.
“Satire,” he wrote in 1704, “is a sort of glass wherein beholders do
generally discover everybody’s face but their own.” He added, “Which
is the chief reason for that kind of reception it meets in the world, and
that so very few are offended with it.” No doubt he had his reasons for
saying that those who were satirized would not recognize themselves
in the satirical portraits an artist offered. But he might have been in
error. It would seem that for satire to work, the satirized would have to
look at their own faces in the mirror, then recognize their flaws, laugh
at themselves, and perhaps even reform their ways.
A. E. Dyson rightly calls Swift a “moralist” and points to a quotation in
which he said that he wanted to “wonderfully mend the world.” Indeed,
the wondrous worlds that Swift created in Gulliver’s Travels seem to be
meant to heal the fissures in society and return humanity to a state of
nature in which reason ruled and fanaticism and fanatics no longer
existed. Near the end of A Voyage to the Houyhnhnms, the last volume,
Swift poured out his heart when he explained, “I write for the noblest
end, to inform and instruct mankind,” though in a letter to Pope on
September 29, 1825, he also explained that he meant to “vex the world
rather than divert it.” Mending by vexing, and vexing by mending: that
was Swift’s way. It might help us now in a world well worth satirizing,
from Tokyo to Moscow and Washington D.C.
•

Jonah Raskin, a frequent contributor to Re-Markings, is the
author of 14 books, including literary criticism, reporting,
memoir, and biography. He has taught journalism, media law
and the theory of communication at Sonoma State
University, U.S.A.

❖

SISTER NIVEDITA:
150TH BIRTH ANNIVERSARY TRIBUTE
Swami Sujayananda
On a plaque at the memorial raised to her in the lap of the Himalayas in
Darjeeling, where she breathed her last on 13th October, 1911, is
written, “Here reposes sister Nivedita who gave her all to India.”
Born in Ireland, brought up in England, her field of activity was in India
but through her life and work she belongs to the whole world. Her
idealism and spirit of dedication have lifted her to the ranks of the
eternal. The saga of transformation from Margaret Noble to Nivedita is,
on the one hand, fascinating and, on the other, inspiring.
Among the westerners who played essential roles in the life of Swami
Vivekananda, there were six who, following their different paths of life,
found themselves drawn into the divine orbit of Swamiji. To think of
them is to think of the great Swamiji and as long as Swamiji is known
to the world thinking of him will call them to our minds as well. They
are i) Sara Bull ii) Josephine Macleod iii) Goodwin iv) Sister Christine
v) The Seviers and vi) Nivedita. They each felt that their meeting with
Swamiji was God-ordained; it was their destiny, the meeting that not
only gave meaning to their birth but which seemed to be the very
purpose of their birth, the goal towards which their early lives had
guided them. And each of them was an individual in their own right, so
finely chiseled personality. Among them Sara Bull, Josephine Macleod
and Nivedita became very intimate to each other.
As Macleod said, “It was to set me free that Swamiji came; that was
as much a part of his mission as it was to give renunciation to
Nivedita.” As for Nivedita, there is no doubt that she was a disciple.
Her name given by Swamiji at her initiation means, “The Dedicated.”
Discipleship became the central fact of her life. But she was far more
than just a disciple. She is not one more of the many interesting people
that met Swamiji. She is not just an early interpreter of India to the
west and to India herself or, she is not primarily a pioneer in girl’s
education in India nor one more figure in the stirrings of Indian
Nationalism. Yes, she was all of these, but those roles are merely her
ornaments. Slowly, as times passes, we will realize that she has a
Universal presence; through her the cosmic drama of the great teacher
continues to play out because she represents something much larger
than the strictly historical person, much more than the Irish woman
who met Swamiji and dedicated her life to the welfare of India. That is
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why it is natural to celebrate Nivedita’s 150th birth anniversary and I am
sure her birth will be celebrated for ages to come.
There are three dominant notes in the melody of her life without
understanding which we can’t possibly understand her: 1.
Renunciation. 2. Discipleship. 3. Dedication to the work, that is, the
work of Swami Vivekananda, the Mission which Sri Ramakrishna had
left Him to accomplish, a work which will continue its forward
trajectory for at least fifteen hundred years, according to Swamiji. But
before we say all this we must try to know the story of Margaret Noble
and find out what made her to become what she became.
The first question that we are called upon to answer is: why did
Margaret E. Noble take to Hinduism? She was born into a protestant
Christian family. Both her father in England and grandfather in Ireland
were congressional protestant ministers. Both believed that service to
the poor and the needy were a salient mark of Christianity and both
believed in struggle to attain independence from the British. Little
Margaret also imbibed those values of service to the poor and struggle
for independence from them. Margaret was only ten when her father
died at the age of thirty four. But even at that tender age, she believed,
like her father, that unselfish service to people, undeterred by narrow
considerations of Church, Sect or Parish and that a spirit of free inquiry
rather than unquestioning obedience to a set of dogmas and doctrines
represented in so called Christianity is better than what the orthodox
Church fathers or such-like people preached.
When she was about fifteen, The Tractarian Movement, which sought
to establish the supremacy and dignity of the church above the state,
caught her imagination but there too she found The Tractarian
Movement too rigid and illiberal for her freedom-loving and emotional
nature and she left it. Later she joined the Broad Church School of the
Church of England, but its teaching seemed to her full of cynicism and
it could not satisfy her religious emotions. She was uncomfortable as
to the truth of certain Christian doctrines pertaining to the origin of the
world and the innate sinfulness of human beings. Neither the Church
nor its doctrines could sustain her.
This spirit of enquiry in deeper questions of life and religion was
regularly hampered when she started her professional career as a
teacher in Halifax School and then at Wrexham. At Halifax the
headmistress wanted unquestioning obedience to a set of dogmas and
doctrines represented in Christianity and in Wrexham they were
sectarian and selective, based on the affiliation of the Church despite
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her highest regard for Jesus Christ for his supreme sacrifice for
humanity.
Then Margaret took the issue of social service that whether it should
be humanitarianism or sectarianism through the pages of newspapers
and journals. Margaret withdrew herself from these ecclesiastical
systems, for she was in search of a more Christian and a more human
religion. At one time she turned to the study of natural sciences for
some years and it seemed to her liking as it offered more logical
explanation than the doctrines of Christian religion in origination of the
world. Then Buddha and his Doctrines attracted her attention and she
found that the salvation through Nirvana that Buddha preached was
decidedly more consistent with the truth than the preaching of the
Christian religion. The more she studied and compared, the more her
faith in Christianity tottered; yet she always felt that she had not found
the right path in her quest for Truth.
In the meanwhile, she took keener interest in education and studied the
Swiss educational reformer Petalozzi’s ideas on education and German
educationist Forbel’s ideas of education which laid emphasis on the
importance of the pre-school age of the child. According to them,
education should begin by gratifying and cultivating the normal aptitude
of the child for exercise, play, observation, imitation and construction.
This novel and natural method of teaching greatly appealed to
Margaret. She, after teaching with such methods in a school, later
opened her own school in Wimbledon. Gradually Margaret grew into a
mature educator. Her self-confidence grew along with her intellectual
acumen and experience and she became acquainted in London with
some of the most learned and influential people of the time. But her
inner restlessness continued and the decisive break came when she
first met Swami Vivekananda in London in November 1895 and
listened to his lecture and talks till 1896, the time when Swamiji was in
England.
The meeting of Swamiji and Nivedita is of no less historical importance
than meeting of Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda. It was at the
house of Lady Isabel Margesson that Miss Noble first saw the Hindu
Yogi from India called Swami Vivekananda in the month of November
1895. By that time the Swami was quiet a well-known name in the
United States after his triumphant appearance in the World Parliament
of Religions in Chicago in September 1893 followed by his whirlwind
tour all across the states preaching Vedanta and telling people about
India, its land and people and its rich and hoary culture.
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On September 10, 1895, he left for London on the invitation of some of
his friends like Mr. Sturdy, Miss Muller and others. Swamiji gave his
first public lecture on 22nd October, 1895 in London and both the
public and the press gave him a hearty welcome. Here too he became
well-known and an interesting figure in the society but Nivedita saw
him for the first time in Ms. Margesson’s house on a cold Sunday
afternoon. While entering she saw 15-16 people sitting in a semicircle, while the Swami sat facing them wearing his ochre robe and
girdle, with a glowing hearth behind him. Though the Swami had a
majestic bearing and the occasional “Shiva, Shiva” was wonderful to
the ears, his chanting of Sanskrit verses recalled to Margaret the
Gregorian music of the churches and he looked like Raphael’s Sistine
Child due to the gentleness and loftiness in his eyes. As Nivedita
recalls this meeting in her famous biography, The Master as I saw Him,
that the Swami said, “he had come because he believed that the time
had arrived when nations should exchange ideas, just as they were
already exchanging the commodities of the market.”
He talked to them about god and the three paths of spiritual progress –
Action, Knowledge and Devotion; of Pantheism, Monotheism and
Monism; about Hinduism, Buddhism and Christianity. Nivedita recalls
that there was enough to enthrall the listeners but the guest who had
been invited were not particularly inclined to accept his views. Most of
them were interested in the modern movement which regarded
psychology as the center of faith. No doubt they were intellectually
advanced but were unable to comprehend the spirit of a strange and
bold doctrine of Truth. These people were committed to their own
ideas and, with insular pride and indifference, at the end they left one
by one saying, “It was not new.”
We cannot say that Margaret was swept off her feet on the first
meeting itself but she could not brush off the memories of her first
meeting with Swamiji. It dawned on her that it was not only
ungenerous but also unjust to dismiss in such fashion the message of
a new mind and a strange culture. A votary of truth should have an
open mind and be above prejudices. She could not deny that she had
seen a glimpse of the truth directly and been impressed by the
loftiness of these new thoughts, for instance, when the Swami talked
of the Divine Incarnation and quoted the Bhagavat Gita sloka 7, 8/IV
That Whenever Dharma decays… She also understood why the Swami
had said all religions are true and had asked them not to criticize any of
the divine Incarnations.
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Though she could not fully understand his assertion that FREEDOM OF
THE SOUL AND NOT SERVICE TO HUMANITY WAS THE GOAL OF
LIFE, she was awed and touched by the beauty of the thought that the
GOD was really impersonal, but when seen through the mist of senses
He appears to be personal. She got a new light when she heard that
Religion is a matter of realization and not mere faith and, above all
these, it was the personality of the speaker that so impressed her. He
spoke with a sense of conviction born of realization which even an
unbeliever could not deny. Slowly the mental rigidity lessened and she
started attending his lectures but her attitude was still that of a skeptic.
In the question classes she was often found with a ‘but’, or a ‘why’ on
her lips.
But Margaret was impressed and could appreciate three things
concerning him: First, The breadth of his religious culture, Second, the
great intellectual newness and interest of the thought he had brought to
them and Thirdly, the fact that his call was sounded in the name of that
which was most lofty and pure and had no touch of baser elements of
man. She writes in her book The Web of Indian Life:
Suppose He had not come to London at that time! Life would
have been like a headless torso – for I always knew that I
was waiting for something. I always said that a call would
come. And it did. But if I had known more of life, I should,
perhaps, have doubted whether when the time came I should
certainly recognize it. Fortunately, I knew little and was
spared the torture. Now I look at the book and say: ‘If He had
not come!’ For always I had this burning voice within, but
nothing to utter. How often and often I have sat down, pen in
hand, to speak, and there was no speech. And now there is
no end to it! As surely as I am fitted for my world, so surely is
my world in need of me, waiting ready.
One day during the question-answer class the Swami suddenly rose
and thundered: “What the world wants today is twenty men and
women who can dare to stand in the street yonder and say that they
possess nothing but God. Who will go?” And again, “Why should one
fear? If this is true, what else could matter? If it is not true, what do our
lives matter?” In these words The Master was, as it were, summing up
all the truths he himself had come to teach and they evoked a response
in Margaret’s heart. But after a lot of inner struggle and testing the
acceptance came when she accepted him as her ‘Master’. Years later,
when one of Margaret’s friends teased her on the ground that her own
faith in the Swami was greater than hers because she could accept all
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the statements he made, the Swami said gently to Margaret: “Let none
regret that they were difficult to convince! I fought my Master for six
long years, with the result that I know every inch of the way!”
But she was still unsure of her destiny and path she should tread. She
wrote a letter to the Swami to find out from him his plan of work. The
reply came immediately in a form of a wonderful letter:
“Dear Miss Noble,
My ideal indeed can be put into a few words and that is: to preach unto
mankind their divinity and how to make it manifest in every moment of
life … This world is a chain of superstition. I pity the oppressed,
whether man or woman, and I pity more the oppressors … One idea I
see clear as daylight is that misery is caused by IGNORANCE and
nothing else. Who will give the world light? Sacrifice in the past has
been the Law; it will be (in the future) alas for ages to come. The
earth’s bravest and the best will have to sacrifice themselves for the
good of the many and for the welfare of all. Buddhas by the hundred
are necessary with eternal love and pity … Religions of the world have
become lifeless mockeries. What the world wants is character. The
world is in need of those whose life is one burning love, selfless. That
love will make every word tell like thunderbolt.
It is no superstition with you, I am sure. You have the making in you of
a world mover, and others will also come. Bold words and bolder
deeds are what we want. Awake, awake, great one! The world is
burning with misery. Can you sleep? Let us call and call till the
sleeping God’s awake, till the God within answers to the call. What
more is in life? What greater work? The details come to me as I go. I
never make plans. Plans grow and work themselves. I only say awake,
awake! … My all blessings attend you for ever! …Yours affectionately,
Vivekananda (London 7th June, 1896).”
There was no direction to work given in the letter but Margaret
understood that the Swami had taken her offer of her services
seriously but she had to wait for a more direct hint. One day, during a
conversation, the Swami said: “I have plans for the women of my
country in which you, I think, could be of great help to me.” It was then
she knew that she had heard a call that would change her life. For
years she had waited for some light to dispel the darkness that was
obscuring her progress. She now saw a ray of light and hopefully
desired to follow it.
It was as if all the wishes of her mother at the time of Margaret’s birth
were coming true. Her mother had vowed that if her child was born
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safely she would dedicate it to the service of the Lord or the Christian
Missionary who blessed the child Margaret with a prediction that “India
seeks diligently for her God! India will summon you, perhaps as it has
summoned me. Be ready always.” Child Margaret trembled with
emotion and impatience. With her father she looked for India on the
map and ran her fingers around it. Her eyes were fired with longing and
that night she went to sleep with a fervent prayer of consecration on
her lips. Her father knew all this and told to his wife before passing
away: “When God calls her, let her go. She will spread her wings. She
will do great things.”
Inspired by Swami Vivekananda, Margaret was helping Vedanta
movement grow in England. But with all this work on hand, Margaret’s
thoughts were always concerned with coming to India. She had
gradually wound up her responsibilities there and was waiting for the
Swami’s instructions to join him. But in none of his letters did the
Swami speak of her future work and plans, nor did he ask her to come
to India though we find from Swami’s letters of those period that he
was full of praise for her work in London and, as she waited for a call
from Swamiji, he instead asked her to stay in England and work there.
Two considerations seem to have weighed with the Swami against
Margaret’s determination to come to India. First, the climate and the
difficult living conditions. As Swamiji knew the European way of living,
he was apprehensive in inviting Margaret to a tropical country which
might not suit her. Secondly, he did not want anyone coming from
west as a visitor or patron or take this work as a fancy adventure. He
wanted that a westerner who was to work on his behalf in India must
do so in the Indian way and he was convinced that this was the only
means to arrive at an Indian consciousness. Thus he was taking a
pause before summoning Margaret to take a plunge for the work in
India.
But Margaret’s persistence and her consistent interest in his work
made the Swami change his mind about her. He also heard from her
friends Miss Muller and Mr. Sturdy about her strong desire to come to
India. So he finally welcomed her, pointing out the difficulties she
would have to face and warned her about working in India. Moreover
there was another point in his attitude towards her on which the Swami
wanted to clear before she came. The Swami knew well that it was
Margaret’s love and devotion for him that had prepared her mind to
make the sacrifice. As a real leader it was his right to claim these from
his adherents but at the same time he had to remain impersonal and it

24

Re-Markings

was his duty to make her realize that the service to which he called her
was not his own, but of the country and of Truth itself.
Nothing more was to be said. The way was open for Margaret to come
to India. On an extremely cold and foggy winter morning Margaret left
England for India and reached its shores on 24th January morning. On
January 28, 1898 she landed in Calcutta and Swamiji himself was at
the docks to receive her.
It is not that she straightaway plunged into work. Swamiji wanted that
she must know and love India first and during this time many a heated
exchange took place as it was a new culture and it took lot of time,
effort and persuasion and spiritual power for Swamiji to make Nivedita
to understand. A beautiful description of these days especially in
Almora has been given by Nivedita in her famous biography The
Master as I saw Him. Nivedita learnt a lot from Swamiji when she,
Josephine Macleod and Mrs. Bull were staying in the Leggett house in
Belur Math grounds which had been purchased as the permanent
abode of the Math. The Swami used to come every morning,
sometimes alone, sometimes with a brother monk. Sitting under the
trees, or in the verandah, he talked to them about various things, the
central theme being, of course, India. He followed no sequence –
logical or chronological. He chose his subject as he pleased. He not
only dwelt on what was good and ideal but with equal vehemence
condemned that which was unhealthy and repelling.
Nivedita writes that the Swami was a brilliant talker. When he spoke of
the past, the present was obliterated and the listeners were carried
back to the glorious past of India. He spoke of the gods and goddesses
of the Hindu pantheon; of the great religious leaders; of saints and
patriots; of Rajput, Sikhs and Marathas; of the history of the people; of
the geography of the land, of ethnology, sociology, science and
metaphysics. But it was always India. All that Nivedita learned during
these days have come as beautiful books such as Cradle Tales of
Hinduism, The Web of Indian Life etc., written by Nivedita. A new
aspect of the Swami’s personality was revealed to his disciples here.
In America and England he was to them a religious teacher wrapped in
sunlit serenity and child-like peace. But here he was the lover of his
land, the defender of his faith, impatient and restless, “like a lion
caught in a net.”
Swamiji said to her, “You will have to set yourself to Hinduism. Your
thoughts, your deeds, your conceptions, your habits…your life,
internal and external, will have to become all that of an orthodox
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Brahmin Brahmacharini ought to be…you have to forget your own past
and cause it to be forgotten. You have to lose even its memory!” Thus
Swamiji offered her to Kali. Hereafter she lived exactly as her Master
wanted her to live up to the ideals of purity, simplicity and austerity of a
Brahmacharini. She lived on milk and fruits and slept on bare boards.
She denied herself even the luxury of a fan in the hot and humid
climate of Calcutta. Such was the strength of the spirit of a true
monastic in her. We find Nivedita made honest efforts to make herself
familiar with the aims and aspirations of the people amongst whom
she lived
On 12th November 1898, Kali Puja day, she opened her school. The
Holy Mother was its first guest of honour. Accompanied by several
women, she arrived, whispered a blessing for the school. She was
followed by Swamiji and two other monks. He pointed out to Nivedita,
“And your own work among the women is important. Stir them up! The
manhood of Europe was kept up by the women who hated
unmanliness. When will Bengali girls play their part and drown in
merciless ridicule every display of feebleness on the part of men?”
Nivedita, as it were, took upon herself the burden of his work. Her work
and life testified that she kept her word to the last day of her life.
Nivedita’s activities for the welfare of the people and the recognition
she received as a worker, a speaker and a thinker, did not for a
moment make her forget her spiritual aspiration. She once wrote,
“Righteousness lies in duty done: holiness requires renunciation” and
she earnestly strove to achieve both. After her excellent services
rendered for the Baghbazar plague, Swamiji said to her: “the history of
the world is the history of few earnest men, and when one man is
earnest, the world must just come to his feet. I am not going to water
down my ideals; I am going to dictate terms.”
When Nivedita accompanied Swamiji on his second visit to the west,
she found the Swami as if withdrawn and indifferent. This disturbed
Nivedita a great deal. But how could she know that her Master was
preparing himself for the final goodbye at such a young age? His
changed attitude was beyond Nivedita’s comprehension. However,
after meeting the Swami again, Nivedita realized that all her fear was
baseless. The Swami was neither angry nor indifferent. He only wanted
her to work out her own way without depending on him. His love and
care for her had not lessened. Only he was tired and was eager to
return to India at the earliest opportunity. Here he presented her a small
poem called “A Benediction” in which were condensed all the hopes,
aspirations and good wishes of the Master for his disciple: “The
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Mother’s heart, the heroes will,/ The sweetness of the southern
breeze,/ The sacred charm and strength that dwell/ On Aryan Altars,
flaming, free;/ All these be yours and many more/ No ancient soul
could dream before – / Be thou to India’s future son/ The mistress,
servant, friend in one.”
While parting, he blessed Nivedita by saying, “Go forth into the world,
and there, if I have made you, be destroyed! If Mother made you, live!”
The task that was bestowed upon Nivedita and the way she carried the
legacy of Swamiji is unfathomable. She pioneered non-formal
education in India. She fought for innovation in Indian education. She
fought for higher education in science in India. She strived to bring the
Indian traditional thoughts in a harmonious synthesis with the Western
thought in philosophy, humanities, sociology and many other subjects
that are taught in Indian universities. She sought to bring a unique way
of representing India motifs in visual arts and influenced the pioneers
of the reawakening of Indian art. She inspired numerous freedom
fighters to give up concessionary politics and fight for complete
freedom. She also strove to protect Indian interests and to bring about
a deep understanding of natural conservation in Indian minds. She
wanted the all-renouncing monks take up the study of sciences so that
they could, through practice and precept, teach science to the masses.
She even created a national flag for India. Though it was never adopted
as the national flag, this flag, the vajra, best symbolizes Nivedita’s
energy. Many Indian Institution of national importance like the Indian
Institute of Science would never have seen the light of day but for
Nivedita’s untiring efforts.
Nivedita was passionately mad with the thought of India. The Indian
cause occupied her body, mind and the spirit till her passing away.
That aggressive dedication is what we need to imbibe. We need to be
aggressive in social, philosophical, national, cultural and spiritual life
today. A sense of urgency to attain the goal is what characterizes the
lives of the great ones, especially the lives of Shri Ramakrishna, Swami
Vivekananda and Sister Nivedita. The urgency is much needed today.
Nivedita’s life calls upon us to try to know India. Through her, everyone
can become a patriot of India irrespective of the country of birth.
•

Swami Sujayananda is a Senior Monk at Ramakrishna
Mission, Kolkata.

❖

FRENCH AND THE FRANCOPHONE WORLD
AT CROSSROADS
Dipa Chakrabarti
The paper aims to focus on some writings by the francophone
Diaspora authors of recent times such as Edouard Glissant, Yasmina
Khadra, Léonora Miano and Alain Mabanckou. These authors are from
diverse space and time but seem to show a convergence in their
writings and thoughts though at different levels. They all talk of the
narrowing down of the space between the North and the South,
between the French and the Francophone world. Their writing exudes
faith and positive feelings that in future better coexistence will be
possible. As postcolonial authors they visualize the eventual
transcendence of the hierarchical barrier between French and the
Francophone world bequeathed to us in the aftermath of colonialism
and Western imperialism.
Edouard Glissant, the Martinican poet, novelist, playwright and literary
critic was born in 1928 in Sainte-Marie, Martinique. He left Martinique
in 1946 for Paris where he studied ethnography at the Musée de
l'Homme and History and philosophy at Sorbonne. His thinking seeks
to interrogate notions of centre, origin and linearity and has influenced
subsequent Martinican generation of writers. Hybridity as the bedrock
of Caribbean identity sprung from his ideology. He himself talked of his
closeness to two French philosophers, Félix Guattari and Gilles
Deleuze, and their theory of the ‘rhizome’ in the work Mille Plateau (A
Thousand Plateaus). Deleuze and Guattari use the terms ‘rhizome’ and
‘rhizomatic’ to describe theory and research as multiple or nonhierarchical in nature. The rhizome presents history and culture as a
map or wide array of attractions and influences with no specific origin
or genesis, for a “rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the
middle, between things, inter being, intermezzo.” The planar movement
of the rhizome resists chronology and organization; in its place it
favors a nomadic system of growth and propagation. In this
conceptual model, culture spreads like the surface of a body of water,
spreading towards available spaces or trickling downwards towards
new spaces through fissures and gaps, eroding what is in its way.
Yasmina Khadra is an Algerian and a retired army man who borrowed
the names of his wife to escape censoring of his literary creations from
army superiors during the Algerian war. His real name is Mohammed
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Moulessehoul and he was born in 1955 at Kendasa in Algeria. In 2001
Mohammed Moulessehoul migrated to Aix-en-Provence, France, as
writer in residence and is now holding the post of Director at Centre
Culturel Algerien (Algerian Cultural Centre) in Paris. His writing on
radicalization of youth will be the focus of this communication.
Together with Edouard Glissant, although Khadra is a lot younger than
Glissant, he talks of the impact of the powerful visual media and
Internet that is rapidly transforming the world in a way that is beyond
human control.
Alain Mabanckou hails from Congo-Brazaville. He came to Paris to
study law at the university of Paris-Dauphine. Currently he is a teacher
at the Comparative Literature Department of UCLA, Los Angeles. He
underplays the dominant discourse of racialism between Whites and
Blacks in his writings and brings to fore the heterogeneity of the black
communities and the racialism that exist among them.
Author Leonora Miano from Duala (Cameroun), the youngest of all the
authors discussed in this article, was born in 1973. She is living in
Paris since the age of 19. She dedicated herself to the pursuit of
literary creations after completing her studies in Afro-American
literature. The concept of multiculturalism is very dear to her and has
influenced much of her writings.
Edouard Glissant criticized the Negritude school of Caribbean writing,
particularly the work of Aimé Césaire which looked to Africa for its
principal source of identification. The concept of négritude as a
monolithic black African identity and culture was born as opposed to
French identity and its attendant colonialism in the 1930s. It was
conceived by the intellectual trio Léopold Sédar Senghor, Léon Damas
and Césaire to unite the Blacks of the world against Western
imperialism. The notion of ‘antillanité’ or ‘West Indian identity’ came
into being in the 1960s and gained popularity in the writing of Glissant.
It stresses the creation of a specific West Indian identity out of a
multiplicity of ethnic and cultural elements in contrast to Négritude
School’s stress on the retention of universal African model. It looks
away from Africa to ‘the Other America’ as a new anchorage point for
Caribbean identities. Thus at a very early stage Glissant sensed the
movement of hybridization that is the modern world’s hallmark. He
opposed root-identities (identités-racines) derived from old racial and
national divisions to identity of relation (identité-relation) that takes into
account the diversity of expression, of the ways of thinking and living
the multiplicity of linguistic and cultural interactions. He borrowed the

French and the Francophone

29

metaphor of rhizomes that form a vast subterranean, multi-polar
network. To ‘globalization’ he opposed the term ‘mondialité’ which
may be translated to ‘world mentality’ that he defines in changes and
exchanges between people and places, languages and cultures,
altering individual and collective identities. This is because for Glissant
‘globalization’ talks of the universal and is a western concept while
‘world mentality’ is the unique experience of an individual to be a part
of the wide diversity. His essay like “Poetics of Relations” and novels
such as Caribbean Discourse, The Fourth Century deserve to be
mentioned in this context. Manthia Diawara, also a francophone writer
who made a film entitled One World in Relation on Édouard Glissant in
2009, quoted Glissant from the film in his article: “I find it quite
pleasant to pass from one atmosphere to another through crossing a
border. We need to put an end to the idea of a border that defends and
prevents. Borders must be permeable; they must not be weapons
against migration or immigration processes” (Diawara, Web).
Edouard Glissant talks of hybridity of the West Indian culture following
the footsteps of one of the most prominent intellectuals of Martinique,
René Ménil. René Ménil, one of the principal champions of the
‘Négritude’ movement in an article entitled “Problèmes d'une culture
antillaise” first clearly formulated the idea of a West Indian specificity.
French West Indian culture, according to Ménil, is: "neither African
nor Chinese, nor Indian, nor even French, but ultimately West Indian.
Our culture is West Indian since, in the course of history, it has brought
together and combined in an original syncretism all these elements
derived from the four corners of the earth, without being any one of
those elements in particular” (Menil 32). Being descendants of slaves
the Martinican writers were at birth migratory. Glissant seemed to have
been conscious of this. Further to that, he feels that exile and migration
in future will become more intense, frequent and generalized and this
turmoil will create chaos reminiscent of Caribbean societies’ genesis.
He refers to the world as ‘chaos monde’ chaotic world) and talks of a
single world with its multiplicity in relation.
Besides, Glissant criticizes in his essay “Traité du Tout-Monde” in
1997 the effect of globalization of technology and talks of both positive
and negative consequences of the Net. Some of these he evoked in his
novel Tout-monde (1993) of which “Traité du Tout-Monde” is in many
ways the theoretical counterpart. Internet, the most compelling image
of the world as a global village proves to be extremely powerful
medium that knocks down all kinds of communication barriers. The Eeconomy, telecommunications technology and related phenomena are
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creating the omnipresence of the world as a whole. As a result the
west dismantles its vision of History (with a capital H) and its
conception of a sacred Literature. This thinking of Glissant is
expressed in Discours Carribéan (Caribbean Discourse). With the
concept of “Tout-Monde” Glissant decimates the impact of
globalization on France’s ex-colonies, whose authentic cultures are in
danger of being suppressed.
Yasmina Khadra through his literature on ‘terrorism’ wants to connect
the North and the South and put an end to incomprehension of the one
by the other. His trilogy on terrorism came to be published between
2002 and 2006 and comprises three novels: Les Hirondelles de Kaboul
(Swallows of Kaboul), L’attentat (The attack) and Sirènes de Baghdad
(Sirens of Baghdad). According to him time has come to understand
each other, particularly the violence in the Middle East and Afghanistan
and the perpetrators of violence there. In Swallows of Kaboul the
author puts himself in the shoes of the Afghan erudite woman who
under Taliban rule was having a miserable existence being forced to
abandon her professional career and reduced to ‘burqa’, the
anonymous identity.
L’attentat (The Attack), published in 2005, uses both suicide bombing
and the plight of the million of citizens of Israel who are of Arab blood.
These are the descendants of the Arabs who stayed behind rather than
go into exile at the formation of the Israeli state in 1948. They have
suffered discrimination and mistreatment but have also prospered, and
are now squeezed between an embattled Jewish state and their
insurrectionary fellow Arabs in Gaza and on the West Bank. The book
opens with Amin taking charge of the chaos in the emergency room
after a suicide bomber attacks a fast-food restaurant in Tel Aviv, killing
19 people including a group of schoolchildren at a birthday party.
Though one of his Jewish patients spits in his face, and he is stopped
and searched four times by Israeli coppers on the way home, Amin
only wakes up to his own misfortune when he learns that Sihem has
been killed in the bombing. More to the point, her wounds are
consistent with those found on suicide bombers. The trilogy ends with
Sirènes de Baghdad where the narrator comes from a small sheltered
Iraqi village to begin his university education in Baghdad but was sent
back home because of American invasion. But even at his native
village he became a witness to atrocities reaching climax when they
tortured his father. This forced him to take to the path of radicalization
and vengeance. Thus Khadra is a novelist who has often been drawn
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to tackle controversial and current topics such as global conflict and
extremism in fiction.
In 2004 Khadra published A quoi rêvent des loups (Wolf Dreams). The
story talks of a young handsome man who dreams of fame and
fortune. He keeps company with poets and actors but faces
disappointment and disillusion. Together with this intersect the persuasive voice of fundamentalism and the chaos of civil war and Nafa
Walid is drawn into the fundamentalist movement, almost unwittingly
to become a mindless assassin. Way back in 1998 Khadra published
Les Agneaux des Seigneurs (Lambs of the Lord) on the same theme.
Gachimat an Algerian village lives a quiet life far from the political and
religious unrest in the capital. A local boy returns to it after a prison
sentence and from this point resentments arise. Gradually children of
the village will be pushed to heinous crimes in the name of a certain
vision of religion. The irreversible metamorphosis of the soft lambs into
blood thirsty monsters will begin. In all his fiction, Khadra brings
empathy to characters in desperate situations. In an interview given by
Khadra to Aljazeerah following the Charlie Hebdo attack of January 7,
2015, he says: “We are seeing a battle of extremes. On one side, in
France, for example, freedom of speech is sacred. On the other, for all
those who believe, religion is sacred. Of course, both are right to
defend their values. But both are wrong to impose their values upon
others” (Khadra, Aljazeerah Interview, Web). In the same interview, he
continues, "We must respect other peoples' faiths and other peoples'
cultures. We must respect other peoples' mentalities ... If we all stay in
our corners, isolated, not wanting to see each other, it's a dialogue of
the deaf. And a dialogue of the deaf has never shed any light on this
nebulous ideology we call Islamism" (Ibid.).
Just as Khadra talks of human excesses in many of his interviews, he
also talks of excesses or abuses of technology: Internet. Today anyone
can go on the web and post any rumor and he will be listened to. The
youth is extremely sensitive to these and the more vulnerable one is
the more there is a possibility to get fascinated by them easily. Due to
internet and the presence of strong visual media many are drawn into
these. So humanity is living through difficult times.
According to Khadra citizenship and not identity makes a country
strong. In America multiculturalism is in vogue but all are united as
‘American’. France is multicultural and the solidarity march of the
nation all over the country of the French, Jews, Muslims, Believers and
non believers in the population at the wake of the Charlie Hebdo attack
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proves this point. According to him the human tragedy of some of the
nations is that they feel satisfied and they believe they know everything
and then stop themselves from discovering other spaces and be
curious. When this happens, the people become cut off from the world.
One objectionable social trend is to make the Muslim community
responsible for terrorist act. The excesses are committed by humans
and the responsibility cannot be put on the faith. The message that
Khadra gives to all is that despite setbacks and disillusions one must
always stick to this particle of existence that nature has given us and
continue to be useful to mankind.
Miano, in an interview talking of her collection of conferences in
Habiter la Frontière (Living at the Periphery), defines the concept of
residing at the border. She thinks herself to be a blend of things as she
is in contact with different worlds. For Westerners, the border is where
the door closes, a place of rupture. For her the border is a place of
mediation, a meeting place. Her European self and her African entity
are in constant relationship. Talking of Cameroun, her native country,
she points to its plurality as there were several phases of colonization
by different European nationalities. Cameroun has two official languages, a variety of local languages so much so that that people talk in
foreign language to be understood by all. One is forced to be in the
process that Edouard Glissant would have called ‘creolization’. Besides
plurality Leonora Miano also emphasizes on ‘altérité’ or the ‘other’. In
her novel Tel des astres éteints (Extinguished Stars) published in
2008, the characters’ beliefs and behaviour are drawn from the various
currents of thought. All three protagonists discover that a different
“Other” exists outside the domain of racial, social or political realities.
And that discovery shakes their conviction, opening new paths. In her
recent novel Blues pour Elise her narration goes beyond the details of
the immigrants’ attempt to adapt them to the new environment of the
new country. She delves deeper and penetrates the intimacy of the
urban France introducing characters that are the second or the third
generation of immigrants and are united by virtue of their family ties or
friendship ties. The reader understands easily that the protagonists of
Blues pour Elise are not the ‘sans papiers’ or immigrants without
papers. They are the present generation of youth and are not different
from their white counterparts being born and brought up in France.
Like other young people they practice renting bicycles (Vélib), get
married, have house warming ceremonies, fall in love, flirt, look for
their sexual identity, go to hairdressers and are jubilant or not over
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Barrack Obama’s election. They feel themselves more European than
African and the author find this behavior logical and without pretention.
The narrator of Black Bazar, like Alain Mabanckou himself, hails from
Congo-Brazzaville, known to his friend as “Buttologist,” thanks to his
deep appreciation of female buttocks. Mabanckou gives us a vivid
picture of the life of the African émigrés in Paris in a comical manner.
Dressed in the finest designer suits while living in a shabby studio
apartment, Buttologist presents a proud image to the world even as he
struggles to come to terms with the fact that his partner has run off
with a tom-tom player, taking her daughter with her. The daily
exchanges, both verbal and non-verbal with Hippocrates, the
Martinican neighbour by name “Hippocrates” as well as with the
friends whom he meets at the bar Jips’ take racial overtones as the
more fair skinned among them thought to be superior vis-à-vis the
Congolese hero. The interiorized inferiority complex seems to express
itself through these daily encounters between the compatriots. The
Blacks that Mabanckou talks of are the black marginal immigrants of
Paris. The author deconstructs the set construct of racial discrimination between White and Black.
In this context reference must be made to the initiative of Jean Rouaud
and Michel le Bris to give birth to a literary manifesto titled ‘Pour “une
literature monde” en français’ (For a world literature in French) in the
journal Le Monde dated 15 March 2007. This manifesto announced
"the end of the Francophony" and "the birth of a world literature in
French.” According to this the "strange disparity” that relegated the
Francophones (French speaking people other than the French of
France) to the periphery was denounced. It also denounces at the
same time “the centre from which radiates a Franco-French Literature.”
The manifesto was signed by forty-four signatories inclusive of French
and Francophone authors, such as Le Clézio, Muriel Barbery, Tahar
Ben Jelloun, Maryse Condé, Alain Mabanckou, Ananda Devi, Gisèle
Pineau, Abdourahaman Waberi, Jean-Luc Raharimanana besides
others.
The authors discussed in this paper locate themselves in the
contemporary period. They take note of the rapid evolution of the
society and time due to technological advancement and the aberrations
thereof. Youth constitutes their major preoccupation. Hybridization
undoubtedly, according to them, is the major benchmark of the
modern world with so much so of intermixing of population as never
happened before. There are voluntary migrations but in many cases
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there are forced migrations. The Caribbean black settlements are a
case in point and the recent huge inflow of the Syrian refugees that we
are witnessing resulted in the biggest European refugee crisis after
World War II. Like Edouard Glissant, the francophone philosopher of
West Indian origin and intellectual known for his revolutionary ideas
like ‘creolity’, ‘antinallity’ and ‘world Francophone literature’, these
authors seem to transcend the ‘border’ at least metaphorically that
exist between the erstwhile colonized population and their masters and
talk of co-existence and respect for the ‘otherness’. The characters
they portray are those who have become part and parcel of the French
capital and have more differences amongst their own community than
with their white neighbors. Edouard Glissant’s vision of a boundaryless world is what under crying situation of refugee crises Europe had
to think of although the political rows that resulted thereof are yet to be
mitigated. Side by side we also witness the radicalization of the young
population which is no longer today restricted to the Middle-East
Muslim countries but has spread to all parts of the globe. The solution
to all this lies in coming to terms with the inter-dependence of all in
today’s globe.
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RESURRECTING GENDER ROLES:
A CONVERSATION WITH SAMPAT PAL DEVI
Reema Chowdhary, I Watitula Longkumer &
Nirmala Menon
The post-economic-liberalization in India saw the rapid surfacing of
women in socio-political milieu and their presence as leaders, activists,
workers and professionals. An example of such visible activism is
Sampat Pal Devi from Banda district of Uttar Pradesh, India. Sampat
Pal Devi is the founder of Gulabi Gang, a group distinguished by their
pink saris. The gang works against caste system, child marriage,
dowry, domestic violence, and promotes women empowerment
through literacy and concrete committed action in redefining
stereotyped gender bias. She is the source of inspiration and strength
to thousands of women associated with her in relentlessly correcting
patriarchal inequalities inherent in the society we inhabit. Her popularity
through films and media has brought her worldwide recognition. In this
interface, conducted two years ago at her home in Banda, Uttar
Pradesh, Sampat Pal Devi responds enthusiastically to the probing
questions by Reema Chowdhary & I Watitula Longkumer to illuminate
various dimensions of the origin, role and function of the Gulabi Gang
she has been proudly leading since its inception in 2006.
Interviewers: Thank you for this opportunity to talk and interact with
you. Can you briefly tell us about your personal life? How did you see
yourself moving into social activism?
Sampat Pal Devi: Before forming this organization Gulabi Gang, I was
a homemaker. Within the confines of my home I was aware of the
female problems that were going around in my community. After I got
married at the age of twelve I began to observe and disagree with
many issues such as whether women should wear a veil, if they
should be permitted to talk to other men and why meals should be
served first to men. Few incidents which I observed and experienced, I
will share with you: 1) when we were sent to fields we faced no
restriction from conversing freely with men (only because we were
working), but the situation was completely reversed once we got home
from work. 2) Once I was very hungry so I sat down to eat and, to my
surprise, my mother-in-law came and snatched the plate from me
saying that I should not eat before my husband takes his meal. I was
very troubled by this incident. These incidents made me think about
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what I can do to change the system. The next day I repeated the same
act and was again rebuked by my mother-in-law. This time I did not
keep quiet and responded to her saying, “I cook, so I have every right
to have the food first after which I will serve to the rest of the family
members. Is it necessary to eat after the man? Whosoever is hungry
they should start eating.” I often think if it is a tradition to eat the
leftover food of the husband. If yes, I feel this tradition needs to be
broken.
Interviewers: Is there any particular incident that motivated you to start
Gulabi Gang?
Sampat Pal Devi: A woman residing near my place was beaten by her
husband every day, so I asked her the reason. She answered by saying
that she was accused of not working and being lazy. To help her out, I
met her husband, but in return, he abused her at home for inviting an
outsider (me). The harassment continued. So, one day I gathered few
women who were not aware of my intentions. While returning from the
field with some of the women, I saw him coming back from the field. I
kicked him from behind, following which I immediately shouted and
manipulated a scene pretending that he attacked me first. All the
women around me gathered and started beating the man. This was the
very first step I took for the welfare of women in my community and
made a point from that day onwards that women must be respected in
and out of their homes.
Interviewers: What was your age when you started this organization?
Have you registered your organization?
Sampat Pal Devi: I was twenty-years old. I started Gulabi Gang on 14
February 2006 and it is registered under Adivasi Mahila Utthan Gram
Udyog Seva Sansthan (Tribal Women and Rural Development
Organization).
Interviewers: You got married at the age of twelve and started this
organization at the age of twenty. How did you manage these eight
years in between? Did you receive support from your husband?
Sampat Pal Devi: I kept on fighting, trying to convince people around
me. I tried explaining to my in-laws the advantages and disadvantages
of taking responsibility of the societal pressures. In the beginning, I did
not receive any support from my family or the neighbors. I began to
self-school myself by reading whatever was available to me. Around
my place, I came across some girls who were grazing cattle. I used to
sit with them and tried to educate them on the importance of

38

Re-Markings

schooling. People complained to my husband saying that I was
characterless for the acts that I was involved with and this news
quickly spread over neighbouring villages. People stopped talking to
me, and while I went out for fetching water they did not touch my
water pot considering me an outcast. I then informed my husband who
supported me. I suggested to him to move to another place. He agreed
and we moved to Badausa, a town in Uttar Pradesh, where we opened
a tea stall to earn our livelihood.
Interviewers: Tell us how did you decide on the name Gulabi (Pink)
Gang?
Sampat Pal Devi: There is an incident which I would like to tell you.
Once while travelling with my group members by train, an aged lady
among us fell asleep and travelled further to another location. I got
worried and we started searching for her and somehow managed to
find her. After this, I decided that I give some colour to my organization
for a unique identification. I collected Rs.100 from all of them and went
to Kanpur where we visited a sari shop. The shopkeeper showed us a
blue sari but we did not prefer that as it symbolized a particular political
party. They showed us several other colours that did not work well
with us. Then I saw a pink dupatta. I asked the ladies to wear them and
while we were standing on the street, the Sub-Divisional Magistrate
who was passing by asked us what was going on. In a sudden
response, I uttered this is Gulabi Gang. Since then we named our
organization as Gulabi Gang.
Interviewers: Can you tell us a little bit on how you managed to gather
a large number of women as part of your gang? How did you convince
them to join?
Sampat Pal Devi: Like the incident I narrated earlier of the man in the
field, the women in my community saw the actions I took and began to
think positively of the change that they could bring in their lives. It
started with a small group that gradually increased to ten thousand. I
counseled them to realize their self-worth as a woman, which further
created a sense of trust between us.
Interviewers: How is your network and outreach at present?
Sampat Pal Devi: At present, our connection is strong and is spread
over many places both at the national and international level. Usually,
the sufferers come to us and they stay with us. Since I do good work
even at the local level the police complies with my grievances knowing
full well that I do not use bribes for achieving justice. My outreach also
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allowed me, at one point of my life, to participate in elections at various
stages.
Interviewers: We heard about a fake organization with the same name
that operated your website. Are you aware of it?
Sampat Pal Devi: Yes, there was a fake organization made by an exmember of my organization. I didn’t know about it and it came to my
knowledge that they were extracting donations in my name. It was then
that I bought a computer, fixed the Internet and asked my son to
investigate the matter. We found that the organization that formed the
website had links with some bigwigs in political circles in Delhi. When
we raised the question further, we were told that one Jai Prakash
Tiwari was the person behind it. I immediately filed against him the
case under Section 420 of the Indian Penal Code for forgery. We also
lodged a legal complaint in the IT cell against him. The police at the
local level did not cooperate. At that point, I had a deep inclination that
my son and my life could be at stake as I received several threats of
murder over the phone. However, this did not bother me as I was clear
about what I was doing.
Interviewers: Did this dummy organization affect your practices in any
way?
Sampat Pal Devi: This did not affect me much as people who wanted
to contact me managed in some or the other way to reach me. In fact, I
got connected to more people through my participation in a reality
show Big Boss that airs on Indian television channel. Media also
supported me by putting forward my issues in popular news channels
such as IBN7, Zee News, 24/7, Aaj Tak, etc.
Interviewers: Have you watched the movie Gulaab Gang directed by
Soumik Sen, starring Madhuri Dixit? What is your take on that?
Sampat Pal Devi: Yes, and I have a lot of problem with the movie and
the story it projects. After hearing about the film, I went to Delhi on 5th
March 2014, a day before its release. The lower court allowed my
appeal for a stay against the release of the movie. The filmmakers
and the double bench court convinced me that the film was not based
on my organization or me. However, I did not agree and questioned
them why the actresses in the film wear pink saris and wield lathis and
why the title of the film Gulaab Gang resembles my organization name.
I demanded that they should remove these similarities. They showed
me the movie on the 8th, where I found that the movie had no
substantial background, as there were lots of scenes where actresses
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used guns and weapons to combat violence. Such scenes in the
movie, to me, create a negative image to what I practice, as my group
never uses such weapons to abuse or threaten men. The way Madhuri
Dixit (the leading actress) has dramatized her role by using weapons
and stunts informs that women can never be empowered in this way.
There are few documentaries and films, where I have acted, based on
my real life, which people can watch if they wish to know the real
practices of Gulabi Gang.
Interviewers: We would also like to know your opinion on how the film
tries to tell the stories of women?
Sampat Pal Devi: I do not deny that this movie reflects and revolves
around women’s issues. However, the point where I completely
disagree is the use of dangerous weapons and the practice of felony to
resolve problems. Women-centric movies should be directed and
produced but with more peaceful discussions and dialogues. In my
organization, I do not encourage the use of violent weapons. We do
use the lathi as a weapon, but that stands to serve only as a symbol of
our strength and self-defense. Our fight against dowry, sexual
harassment, domestic violence etc. is exercised at a very peaceful
level. Madhuri’s movie projects a lot of open and violent rape,
bloodshed and molestation, which also reminds me of how Phoolan
Devi (a bandit in Chambal valley of Uttar Pradesh) is projected in the
movie Bandit Queen, merely as a rape victim. Such kind of one-sided
projection reflects our nation’s social cleavages that are very narrow
and restricted in depicting women characters as sheer objects of the
entertainment industry.
Interviewers: How many films have been made so far on you and your
Galabi Gang?
Sampat Pal Devi: Two major documentaries, one directed by Kim
Longinotto Pink Saris and the other by Nishtha Jain named Gulabi
Gang besides hundreds of short films.
Interviewers: India is a nation of diverse cultures. What is your opinion
on inter-caste marriages?
Sampat Pal Devi: I am not against such kind of union. I feel that if both
the parties are mature and adult then I think it is absolutely fine. There
is nothing called caste. I consider myself a human being first, rather
than a casteist. I have intervened and made possible hundreds of such
inter-caste and inter-religion marriages.
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Interviewers: Do you feel there has been a positive influence in the
society after you started this organization?
Sampat Pal Devi: Yes, there is a lot of positive influence around the
society. I see that all the apprehensions that were there, in the
beginning, have gradually subsided. Today, people around me show a
lot of respect and call me Devi because they believe that with my
involvement they will definitely get justice.
Interviewers: Thank you for your time. We wish you and your
organization every success in all your endeavours.
Sampat Pal Devi: Thank you too for the opportunity to share my work
and views with you.
•
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LANGUAGE DEBATE:
DIALECT AS SUBVERSIVE ACTIVITY
G. L. Gautam
In this paper, while analyzing language as a social product and
debating the issue of English versus indigenous languages, I shall base
my argument on Marxian Critique of bourgeois culture and society.
Secondly, I shall draw on Marxian literary criticism to demonstrate (a)
The space a dialect enjoys in a literary text; (b) In what relation does a
dialect stand to wide cultural acceptance a language enjoys? and c)
What concerns were at the heart of Tagore, Marx and Gandhi for
promotion of indigenous language versus English.
If we were to put the above situation in postcolonial construct of
language being superordinate and subordinate we would put it this
way: Imperialist language/indigenous languages; indigenous languages/dialect or tribal languages.
While introducing the central point in the following analysis, I must say,
that since dialect resides on the periphery of wide cultural space, in
terms of cultural dominance language enjoys, it exists in a sort of
dialectical position. The strength of dialect lies in the fact that it enjoys
autonomy and acceptance within its own cultural contours. This very
existence of dialect against the bourgeois language constitutes a
subversive activity. The dichotomy between bourgeois culture and folk
culture has been shown in As You Like It. In the Forest of Arden,
Touchstone, obsessed as he is with bourgeois culture consciousness,
seeks to browbeat by his high upbringing Corin, who is a farm laborer,
so that the latter may accept the superiority of city culture. Culturally,
these two worlds are distinguishable from one another: “Those that are
good manners at the court are as ridiculous in the country as the
behaviour of country is most mockable at the court” (Shakespeare,
1969:258). In the observation of Corin is implicit the fact that there
arises a cultural conflict when two cultures, bourgeois and proletariat,
meet by way of interaction. Among the bourgeois good manners would
naturally imply a refined speech that will certainly be ridiculed in the
countryside. In this context, to be more explicit, I’m narrating an
anecdote from my personal experience. On my visit to my native
village at present in Hathras and formerly in Mathura district of U.P.
while talking to people, if I happened to use a refined sentence of Hindi
Khariboli, the elderly people would marvel at me and the younger boys
would pass remark at me behind my back. “Angrizi bolta hai” (he talks
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in English). So I’m always on guard not to use a single phrase of
standard Hindi as I may be laughed at even by the Brahmin boys of our
extended family. The significant point that comes up from these
examples is the fact that how sensitive masses of people are to
language i.e. at primary level to a spoken word, or an utterance, that is
a cultural signifier. Furthermore, the masses of people, the working
classes for Marx and Engels and the peasants for Mao, give
articulation of their aspirations in dialects that vary from place to place.
Their significance was underscored by no less than a person of the
stature of Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941). He was not only on the
side of Bangla against English but also had pleaded all through his
career for collecting and compiling all dialects spoken in India.
Whereas Tagore underscored the significance the dialects have in the
lives of common men, Kabir taking oppositional stance against
Sanskrit dictated formalist language, then a dominant speech around
Banaras, wrote poetry giving articulation to the masses’ aspirations in
their own bolis, in which majority of phrases had evolved from their
socio-culture roots rather than from scriptures. I shall take up this point
in the middle of this paper.
Language: a Form of Social Commodity and Carrier of Culture
Marx’s sparse reflections on language come in diametrical opposition
to those of the idealist philosophers. To put the idealist philosophers’
position on language: “The most influential philosophical discourse
from Plato to Heidegger tend to privilege spoken word parole and to
regard writing with suspicion or even to oppose it” (Zima, 2002:31).
Derrida disapproves of the idealist philosophers holding the viewpoint
that an oral expression, once it is codified, loses its sanctity because it
admits of multiple meanings and interpretations. Just opposite to the
idealists’ argument elevating language to metaphysical heights, Marx
and Engels root language in mundane reality, close to every day
experience and observation. According to Marx and Engels: “Ideas are
not transformed in language in such a way that they lose their
peculiarity while their social character exists alongside them in
language in the same way that prices exist along side goods
(1978:108, Italics mine). In the metaphor the social content of
language is compared with the prices of goods, thus reducing
language to the category of goods. This comparison may still sound
incongruous to many idealist minds. They may argue that goods or
commodities are the products of mechanical process in the production
of which subjective involvement of the workers is to the minimum
level, whereas the production of a speech (a sentence for
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communicating some need) is a creative act. Marx clears this
confusion by emphasizing that the production of commodities is no
less a creative process than the process of creating knowledge. To
express Marx’s views in the words of William Adams: “We engage our
creative powers when we labour, as I have suggested, when we
produce the basic goods of life. The economy is thus a primary site of
free, self-conscious activity. But we also produce our intellectual and
spiritual goods: languages, forms of knowledge, values, cultural
identities … Indeed, nothing in the human world is not rooted in some
form of creative, productive practice” (1991:249).
It may sound too naive to ask, why do we produce language,
knowledge, and commodities? It takes little reflection to answer
because they satisfy our needs. From this inter-relationship follows the
corollary that a language satisfies as much as the essential needs of
men, as does a commodity. Defining the use-value of a commodity,
Marx says: “The utility of a thing makes it a use-value. But this utility is
not a thing of air. Being limited by the physical properties of the
commodity, it has no existence apart from that commodity. A
commodity, such as iron, corn, or a diamond, is therefore so far, as it
is a material thing, has useful values” (Marx, 1956:44).
In the light of the above proposition, the analogy between language and
use-values of commodity could be drawn further. As modern
commodities have evolved out from simpler to intricate forms, so have
the languages. As an example, we can mark the difference between the
plough and the machine-driven cultivator. Similarly, almost all the old
languages followed more or less similar evolutionary lines. It is
inconceivable to imagine how long man would have lived at animal
existence. On becoming human, he began communicating his needs
by the gestures of his hands as the dumb do and as a baby does
during infancy. As a part of further social evolution, as man was
always in search for newer experience, he could have conveyed his
primary needs for lack of words, through simple speech sounds as
growing babies do. The invention and improvement upon sounds and
converting them persistently into letters contributed to the growth of
language. The greatest among scholars (Maha-Pandit) and Marxist
thinker Rahul Sankrtyayan argues how language evolved along the
following way: “On getting aged, man’s backlog of work, his profits,
and many more emotions, joys and sorrows, flashed through his mind,
which he would narrate to his close companion. Now he could produce
more sounds and changes began to take place in vocal cord and there
began to form a complicated group of rings, glottis. Wide gap in mouth
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and changes in tongue and by and by not only could he produce
sounds but even began to pronounce alphabets” (Translation mine
from Hindi) (Manav Samaj, 1993:13).
Close to the above proposition on origin of language is the viewpoint of
Italian historical philosopher Glambattista Vico (1668-1744) who
identified three stages in the evolution of language corresponding to
the evolution of man. These three stages, according to Vico, are divine,
heroic and human. Vico held the view that language, ritual, and myths
were essential tools for understanding the past. The view Vico held that
language contained the social content was shared by Johann Gottfried
Herder (1744-1803), German philosopher and poet. He emphasized
that spoken language was product of human activity. Raymond
Williams summarises the views of these philosophers:
To take Vico’s three stages literally, or indeed, as ‘stages’ at
all, is to lose sight, as he did, of the dimension he had
opened. For what was crucial, in his account of language,
was that it emerged only at human stage, the divine being
that of mute ceremonies and rituals and heroic that of
gestures and signs. Verbal language is then distinctively
human, indeed, constitutively human. This was the point
taken up by Herder, who opposed any notion of language
being ‘given’ to man (as by god) and, in effect, the apparently
alternative notion of language being added to man, as a
special kind of acquisition or tool” (1977:24).
Notwithstanding the fact that a particular language has identical
character with another in that both carry meaning thereby social
content, their outward form both at spoken and written levels are
dissimilar. The distinct symbols of language, which may be called their
physical properties, owe their distinguishable characters to reasons
ranging from socio-economic, environmental to topographical ones.
Therefore, at the level of intelligibility, a particular language as a
product of its characteristic cultural practices known as physical
properties manifest in its marks, or signs called signifiers, is
nonexistent apart from the community that has produced that language
unless other community shares cultural roots, or interacts at some
level. The influence of English among Asian and African community
can be traced back to British colonial history. In India we have many
languages whose influence stretches within limited orbit because of
their signifiers being different. This difference accounts as a primary
factor leading to, and resulting in, one community staying apart from
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another. But the language other than one’s own (first language)
becomes a living entity, or assumes significance, if one settles down in
a region outside the influence of language of inheritance. Before
modernism was ushered in, the mobility for occupation, for cultural
pursuits was impossibility. As a result, languages could not shed their
exclusiveness as the physical movement was restricted by time and
space. Hence, neither emigration nor immigration could be possible.
So, one linguistic group developed sooner than later chauvanistc
attitude with regard to one’s own linguistic identity. Modernism caused
regional and physical dislocation, with its attendant adijuncts buoying
up mobility at an unprecedented level. Shaking the regional exclusiveness up to its entrails, resulting in, to use Edward Said’s phrase,
“mixture of culture” (1994:336). Edward W. Said has emphasized the
interactive process of cultures during the phase of imperialism. But in
the 1990s and even before that, this was not uncommon; nevertheless,
it brought to note such frenzied fundamentalist groups who had been
fuelling racial segregation, religious fundamentalism, and linguistic
chauvanism and resisting cultural mixture; a fact sharply focused in the
writings of Edward Said. Following an eclipse the Communist
movement suffered in 1980s, Terry Eagleton has complained how the
nationalist fundamentalism the world over has taken that place
(1991:10). The resurgent nationalist identities, following the setback
Marxist system in Eastern Europe suffered, have been using cultural
exclusiveness as a power discourse. Indian secular fabric, too, is
made of mixed linguistic strands. Indian linguistic narrative attests to
how a new language Urdu was born out of the cultural fusion between
Hindustani and Islamic cultures. Needless to add, Urdu as much owes
its existence to Persian as much to Sanskrit. Nevertheless, the purist
Hindu fundamentalists not only resist the entry of Urdu words in their
linguistic experiences but also align Urdu exclusively with Muslims.
The Indian linguistic situation is characterized by multilingualism. The
linguistic minorities like Punjabis settled around Delhi and other
Southern groups resent the dominance of Hindi rather than of English
and argue that both languages are cutting them off from their own
cultural identity. The writers of minority languages feel belittled in the
presence of Hindi writers who claim to write for over fifty crores people
of India. Opinion cannot be divided on that translation does build bridge
across languages. But we should be wary of the fact how much
acceptance literary culture enjoys in India. So, translation alone does
not ensure that a regional writer can make inroads into another region
i.e. among the common people. We can think of others alternatives like
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introducing the study of southern languages and instituting
scholarships for their study and promoting cultural exchange at the
levels of students and teachers and other areas of creative experience.
The point I want to make is that Hindi belt shall have to own the
regional writers; in this direction the first measure could be to introduce
the regional writers in syllabus along with English and Hindi writers at
all levels.
English versus Indigenous Languages
Language at mundane level satisfies our immediate need. Your need
will remain unanswered if there is communication (language) gap with
the person capable of answering your needs. Under capitalism since
every matter is decided in the favour of a thing, in the long run it may
earn you more monetary gain. Language, too, becomes a means of
expanding one’s economic super-structure, social prestige, and of
consolidating official rank and position. We have classes (bureaucrats
and bourgeoisie) who have inherited colonial mindset for English.
There were reports in the Hindi Newspapers not much long ago that
those candidates who were not competent enough to speak English
fluently during the interview held by UPSC were awarded ridiculously
low marks. On the other hand the middle classes are aware of English
being an alien or colonial language. But English serves as the lingua
franca in the professional areas of learning like medicine, engineering
and management and medium of instruction at Central Universities. An
example will make the point clear. A fresher at a college of Delhi
University coming from a Keralite family settled in Delhi ruminates in
private that he can do without being adept at Malyalam, but he can not
do without being conversant in English. Hence, he is losing his
parents’ mother language in the process of settling in a career. As far
as the significance of southern indigenous languages in Delhi
metropolis is concerned, their area of influence limits from family circle
to identical linguistic group. A similar situation prevails in other
metropolis.
Thus by acquiring functional skills in English, the middle classes stand
a chance of surviving as economic units, but our indigenous languages
are suffering from a sense of insecurity. At the same time, we are
aware that the middle-aged generations of today were nurtured by their
mother bhashas. These children, in turn, like good boys and girls,
nursed their mother languages by ensuring an audience base.
Unfortunately, for the fresh generations English serves as a more
useful commodity than their parental language. Marx and Engels in
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Communist Manifesto (1848) unambiguously point out that the culture
of cash payment breaks down the emotional bond between man and
man. This is also true to understand the new generation’s preference
for English in India and elsewhere.
The Place Dialect Occupies in a Literary Text
A well-developed modern language represents society at its advanced
material stage. Those who could afford leisure, resources and
education have consistently improved language, like other signifiers of
respectability, down the ages. Nevertheless the invention of machinery
printing press brought about a revolution in the growth of language.
Assessing the contribution of William Caxton (1422-91), who invented
printing press, to the growth of English, G.M. Trevelyan points out:
“His diligence and success as translator, printer and publisher did
much to lay the foundation of literary English, and to prepare the way
for the great triumphs of our language in the following century”
(1944:96). In the evolutionary history of language there comes a phase
when there is hardly a difference between the spoken language and
textual language. After taking into account the language of Chaucer
(1340) and Kabir (15th century), it may be categorically asserted that
their literary text in no way differs from common speech. But how far
language moves away form the common speech in the hands of Hindi
poet Bihari (18th century) and Alexander Pope (1683-1744) could be
seen in their poetry. By the eighteenth century, as refined intellectual
product, language becomes a privileged possession of the educated
upper classes whose speech markedly differs from the speech of
rustic folks and artisans. The latter classes are not only have-nots
economically, but also in the matter of language, as they in majority of
cases speak a dialect or tribal speech. The Neo-classical poetry in
English and court Hindi poetry (Darwari Kavita) are anti-democratic
both in terms of language (classic in style and expression) and
bourgeois in content. The anti-democratic character of this poetry lies
in the fact that the speakers of the formalist language have been in
minority but their speech and aspirations dominated Neo-classical
poetry. After having dominated the literary trend for nearly two
centuries, this phase passes over. Under the impact of French
Revolution (1789) and the precepts of Rousseau and increasing
number of proletariat, Wordsworth ushers in an era of democracy in
language by using a speech spoken by common man. The poor
classes not only enter in poetry but also in works of fiction. Thanks to
realistic presentation of poor classes, Marx praises Dickens, Bronte,
Thackeray, and Mrs. Gaskell. “The truth,” observes Marx, “lies in their
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meticulous description of the manners of a particular class” (Ibid.
265). These writers democratize their works by incorporating into them
the life and speech of the people of the streets. What these English
writers have contributed to English novel by honouring the common
speech, Prem Chand (1880-1936), Phanishwarnath Renu (19211977), Nagarjun (1911-1998), Amritlal Nagar (1916-1990) and Yash
Pal (1903-1976) have done to Hindi fiction by venerating the speeches
the masses use in their everyday business. The existence of a dialect
as a living speech as well as in literary text side by side with the upper
class educated language constitutes a subversive activity, as the
masses freely and fearlessly express themselves in a medium scorned
by the elites. It is no surprise therefore that Rabindranath Tagore
regarded the vernaculars, which communicated to us “the
underground current of life” as moving (Mukherji, 1977:173).
Rabindranath Tagore was more progressive than Gandhi on the
question of culture, though rooted as he was like Gandhi in ancient
Indian wisdom. Unlike Gandhi, Tagore held that modern India could not
afford to exist in isolation from the western influences. India must
absorb some western ways in the same manner as other races and
sects like Mughals, Buddhist, Jains and Zoroastrians have contributed
to Indian culture. But Kavi Guru Tagore had no second thought on
issue of English, as he was opposed to the idea of English being made
the medium of instruction. In 1917 when a commission of enquiry,
headed by Sir Michael Sadler, Vice-Chancellor of Leeds University was
looking into the working of Calcutta University, Sadler sought the
poet’s views on education, Tagore said: “Great care should be taken in
teaching English as a second language. But in schools, colleges, and
at Universities the medium in all subjects should be mother tongue”
(Ibid. 169).
Tagore and Gandhi converged on the point of opposition to English as
Tagore wrote in Bangla, so did Gandhi his seminal work Hind Swaraj or
Indian Home Rule in Gujarati in 1908. This booklet contains Gandhi’s
views on culture as well as his whole philosophy of life. The concern
Gandhi expressed at how English was dominating each area of political
life is reminiscent of the present: “The proceedings of our Congress
are conducted in English; our best newspapers are printed in English. If
this state of things continues for a long time, posterity will, it is my firm
opinion, condemn and curse us” (Gandhi, 1938:78).
Gandhi directs his diatribe against the English educated persons in
India. In the perception of Gandhi the class that comprises English
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educated persons is hypocrite and tyrannical that have not hesitated to
cheat and strike terror into the people. Gandhi was no less pained by
the fact that one was not under any circumstances allowed to speak in
one’s mother tongue in higher courts of law where English was the
only medium. Gandhi would like Indians to dispense with English. The
English educated Indians should, in Gandhi’s scheme of education,
teach their children through mother tongue and also teach them
another language and if English is to be taught, it should be taught
when children are grown up. Gandhi hits at the root of the problem by
suggesting that we have to get rid our selves of the need of English.
Also, Gandhi offers another suggestion how Hindi could replace
English in India. As a statesman, Gandhi deals with the issue with the
sensitivity of a poet and visionary. He would like us to shed the
language chauvanism and imbibe the spirit of love and regard for each
other’s language. Gandhi observes:
I think that we have to improve all our languages. What
subjects we should learn through them need not be
elaborated here. Those English books, which are valuable, we
should translate into the various Indian languages. We should
abandon the pretension of learning many sciences … Every
cultured Indian will know in addition to his own provincial
language, if a Hindu, Sanskrit; if a Mahomedan, Arabic; if a
Parsee, Persian and all, Hindi. Some Hindus should know
Arabic and Persian; some Mahomedans and Parsees,
Sanskrit. Several northerners and westerns should learn
Tamil. A universal language for India should be Hindi, with the
option of writing it in Persian or Nagri characters (Ibid. 7180).
Like Tagore and Gandhi, Karl Marx (1818-1883), an intellectual giant
whose thoughts influenced nearly each area of academics during the
twentieth century, remained rooted in his mother tongue German. As a
German émigré Communist, Marx had lived in London from 1849 until
his death. Having lived in London for over three decades, he was
almost half-English; he was so adept at English that he could enact
Shakespeare’s plays in his home circles comprising his family and
daughters. But when it came to writing his magnum opus, Karl Marx
wrote Das Capital in his mother tongue German. Thus, we can
understand how three great intellectuals profoundly loved the
languages of their birth and upbringing. In Indian context, Gandhi
presented a most comprehensive solution to language problem by
emphasizing liberal attitude to each other’s language i.e. Hindi should
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be allowed to be written in Persian script and Hindi speaking mass of
people willing to learn Tamil.
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❖

QUESTIONING HISTORY THROUGH INNER LIFE:
A PSYCHOLOGICAL STUDY OF
IAN MCEWAN’S ON CHESIL BEACH
Antara Bhatia
Ian McEwan’s On Chesil Beach is, chronologically speaking,
strategically placed at the turning point between the liberated
radicalism of the 1960s and the sexual repression that was a feature of
the previous decade. The action itself takes place on the titular beach
which becomes a symbol throughout the book for the profound barrier
between the two decades. The author uses the motif of a single
moment in time that transforms the lives of its characters. This
situation is presented from different perspectives and the recurring
angle is that the two characters who are part of it occupy completely
different mental spaces and realities. The entire action of the novella
takes place in one single night, the wedding night of a newly married
couple; and as the book progresses, the reader is forced to constantly
realign his/her way of thinking and change interpretations to keep up
with the dizzying shifts in perspective. The ironically-archaic named
Edward and Florence are each representative of the 1960’s decade and
the one before that. By presenting varied thoughts about love,
sexuality, coming to terms with a troubled past and so on, the author
refuses to identify black and white, right and wrong and intrinsically
keeps the message grey. Water and the seascape as a symbol are also
used to represent the fluidity of the narrative and the problematic
nature of interpretation. This paper seeks to identify the way in which
the unreliability of language is brought about as well as history and
past reconstructed through the psychology and inner life of the two
characters.
The psychological aspect of On Chesil Beach is thus deep and
constant. McEwan was greatly influenced by Freud whose theories
have been deployed in many of the novels. In this one in particular,
McEwan undertakes a psychological study of the human psyche. This
is seen in detail through the effects of past experience on both the
characters’ responses later in life. The family histories of both are
clearly dysfunctional. That adult traits stem from childhood is a
recurring opinion in Freud; also that familial background shapes the
individual’s future. History, in other words, is the foundation of the life
responses of the individual. Earlier in the novel, when the pasts of the
two protagonists are described, it is not surprising to see where
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Edward’s has led him. His mother is described to be mentally unwell
but the entire family suffers from denial of this fact. There is a
collective charade that the household is running smoothly without
acknowledgement of the underlying darker side. This translates into
Edward’s adult life when he refuses to understand Florence’s
responses and remains in stubborn denial of her repulsion towards
him. Freud’s defence mechanisms are used throughout the story by
the various characters. The suppression, for instance, of anger in
Edward makes him create a wall around himself, a cocoon which
stifles him and is released in different ways. Brawling in public, for
example, is an articulation of his suppressed rage. Another deeply
embedded idea Edward grows up with is the stereotypical idea of
masculinity. With no example from his family to prove him otherwise,
he holds the view that aggression and fighting is a virtue and
exemplifies virile masculinity. Again, this carries on into his marriage
where he views sexual aggression and dominance as a necessity to
prove his manhood. That history shapes the individual is a recurring
motif, no different in the character of Edward.
Another thread running through the novel is the exploration of
psychological states such as self-deception. The ignorance of the
characters towards their own situations is evident. Florence’s
memories of her father are an exercise in denial and deliberate
ignorance. Throughout her recollections at various points in the book,
there appears to be a sinister element of violence and abuse about
which she deceives herself. There seems to be the underlying theme of
Freud’s Electra complex which, in a way, proves the self-deception.
There is a contradiction in her feelings towards the abusive father
figure. On the one hand, the fear has carried into adulthood where it is
manifested in her fears of Edward, the husband figure. But in her
memories, it is also shown that she feels affection and love for her
father and a hint of sexual attraction. It is a baffling combination of
physical appeal mixed with repulsion (Groes 120), exactly echoing her
attitude towards Edward. There is then the manifestation of another
Freudian mechanism, projection, where these desires are transformed
on to Edward, whom she perhaps sees as a father figure. The guilt,
love and conflicting desires for her father seep into her marriage.
Another carryover from her relationship with her father is the sense of
inadequacy that was constant during her boating trips with him in
childhood. This arose from her inability to be a sailor like him and
physical delicacy in not being able to withstand rough waters. Clearly,
then, both Edward and Florence’s self-esteem issues are linked to
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family. This factor plays an important role in shaping the psyche as
well as the related factors of heredity and environment. The hint of
determinism in such a case points towards McEwan’s legacy from
realism which acknowledges deterministic and naturalistic elements in
its theories. Thus, both Edward and Florence lack ideal domestic
models to follow and this is seen as a cause for their failure in
marriage.
The role of repression is significant throughout in On Chesil Beach. It
subtly brings out the unreliability of remembered history by an
individual, where repressed memories and unconscious thoughts
would always provide a dubious narrative. “Every human being has to
undergo this repression of what Freud named ‘the pleasure principle’
by the ‘reality principle’, but for some of us, and arguably for whole
societies, the repression may become excessive and make us ill”
(Eagleton 131). This is especially true of repression of sexual
expression, very often a taboo subject in many societies. This is
employed to a great extent in the psyche of Florence and manifested in
many different ways. She does not really remember the hinted-at
abusive treatment of her father, but somewhere along the line, it seeps
into her unconscious. Freud’s structure of the mind involves the
division between the unconscious, the conscious and the preconscious. Repression causes the imposition of certain thoughts,
memories and ‘guilty’ desires into the unconscious where it remains
out of bounds of human grasp. The tremendous clash of psychological
realities they create translate into the historical, the social and the
cultural. Lacan, on the other hand, sees the unconscious as structured
like a language. It is a system of signifiers just like language is and
does not have stable, fixed meaning. These multiple realities are all
explored in the novel, where the unconscious influences on the
characters’ minds deeply affect their conscious world. For Freud,
repression is an inevitable part of societal inhabitation but, when taken
to extreme, can cause profoundly disturbing consequences. The guilt
and repulsion that arises from this repression split apart the lives of the
couple. An exploration takes place of the idea of repressed memory
that is embedded deep into the psyche and creates eventual chaos in
external reality. It is seen in many minor and major occurrences.
Florence is shown throughout the story to be bracing herself for her
sexual encounter with Edward. This suggests a prior experience of
horror linked to the act, which has clearly been repressed. From this
also emerges her fear of masculinity and the aggressiveness and
imposition it represents because of her past relationships with her
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father: “Throughout his life, man is confronted with an alternative,
either total libidinous satisfaction and barbarism or partial libidinous
satisfaction and cultural stability … The exercise of this choice is
effected by pushing back certain unacceptable ideas or impulses from
the conscious into the unconscious … But once repression has taken
place, the unfortunate human is again faced with an alternative: either
perversion or neurosis” (Sharma 146).
Freud sees repression as intrinsically negative which can lead to
disturbed states of mind and neuroses. It is highly dangerous and selflimiting since all human drives are related to sexuality. “The Freudian
psychology is a study of neuroses which itself is a discovery of
repression which is, in turn, sexuality diverted from its normal course”
(Sharma 147). The story of Edward and Florence deeply involves such
a study where the effects of repression and neurosis can be seen in
both characters. Repression can bring out forms such as aggression
and anger, seen in Edward, or neurosis, paranoia and deep-rooted
fears, such as in Florence. It can give rise to a “variety of
contradictions in the life of the individual” (Sharma 148). These are
analysed in McEwan’s novella. The dangerous effects of such
mechanisms are also manifested in the lack of communication
between Edward and Florence and their respective insecurities. These
factors never quite come out, even by the end of the novel, and instead
create insurmountable rifts and a termination of their relationship. On
an added note, while the book may be based on Freudian theory, it is
also a critique and satire of it. One example is pointed out in the book
when Florence remarks, “perhaps I should be psychoanalysed.
Perhaps what I really need to do is kill my mother and marry my
father” (Chesil Beach 153). This is an ironic, almost sly, dig at Freud’s
excessive concentration on sex and family. This, however, by no
means takes one away from the profound influence of the theory on
McEwan.
The psychological depth of the novel is enhanced by the use of a
quintessential McEwanian technique – to place his characters in a
situation of crisis or moral dilemma and watch how they react. The
psychological ramifications of this are explored. It is complex because
both have entirely different realities, responses and inner lives which
need to be unravelled. This is made further difficult by the
aforementioned theme of self-deception. McEwan’s novels, according
to Henry, “serve as fateful reminders that ignorance is not bliss” (75).
On Chesil Beach is an example of how the refusal of confrontation can
damage the human psyche. The influence of Freud is seen in other
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cases as well. According to the psychologist, sex and sexuality are a
large part of human behaviour. In the novel too, it is the sexual act that
forms the foundation. The interior monologues of both characters are
concentrated mostly on this aspect. In many of his lectures on
psychoanalysis, Freud deals with infantile sexuality. Florence’s vague
awareness of her sexuality and the attraction to her father in childhood
appears to be a manifestation of this. Sharma further discusses an
extremely important distinction in Freud between sex and sexuality. He
remarks, “When we talk about the nature of sex with reference to the
pre-Freudian stage of its theory, we must distinguish between two
forms of sex: the one that is genetically transmitted and the other that
is culturally transmitted” (132). In other words, sex is the natural,
primitive form of the act that has its purpose only in reproduction or
gratification, while sexuality is the same act, but mediated through
society, culture, repression, rules and taboos. For Freud, sexuality
takes primacy.
This implies that On Chesil Beach is Freudian because the entire story
revolves around not only the act but also the cultural and familial
formations of it. Sexuality as shaped by society has major effects on
both Edward and Florence. According to Freud, sex is not only linked to
procreation but as a necessary part of daily existence, even in infants.
It permeates every aspect of human life. The act is deployed in the
novel to bring out all other issues: of marriage, of society, of history
and the self. “…Freud considers genital sexuality desirable because it
is a necessity and a fact. It cannot be suppressed or sublimated. Freud
never accepts sexual continence as a fact of life, because it is
incompatible with human nature” (Sharma 143). He thus allows for the
possibility of complexity in the sexual act which would in turn represent
complexity in the relationship.
Freudian theory also identifies the gender implications of sex. Freud
remarks that “the sexuality of most men shows an admixture of
aggression, of the desire to subdue, the biological significance of
which lies in the necessity of overcoming the resistance of the sexual
object by actions other than mere courting” (Freud qtd. in Sharma
144). While this view might be slightly limiting, it is certainly
manifested in the aggression of Edward and the fears of Florence that
she might have to succumb to him. Freud also sees ‘sublimation’ as a
technique to work out such problems. This involves channelizing
repression into creative pursuits such as art or literature, as is seen in
Florence through her talent in music. On the other hand, there is also
the possibility of never achieving sublimation because sexuality is so
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intrinsic to human life. In the novel, for instance, neither of the
characters completely achieves sublimation; rather, their disturbed
psyche and repressions prevent them from ever leading a fulfilled life,
both during their brief marriage and the years that follow its end.
McEwan, influenced by Freud, criticises through his characters the
idea that since sex is not acceptable socially and culturally, it is hidden
and repressed. Florence and Edward are victims of their times where
sex was only just beginning to come out of the closet, so to speak. The
author relates the effects of history, psychology, culture and society to
the mental makeup of his characters and renders them deeply
complex. On Chesil Beach becomes a different example of the way in
which McEwan re-thinks history and renders it unreliable. By talking
about the inadequacy of memory and language to express events and
narratives, which are in any case mediated through psychological and
social limitations, he brings out the circumspect nature of historical
narrative. Edward and Florence represent completely opposing
viewpoints while occupying the same historical moment. This in itself
brings to light the various perspectives on that same historical era.
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❖

ECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES IN E. M. FORSTER’S
A PASSAGE TO INDIA
Pooja Joshi
Walt Whitman declares in his Leaves of Grass: “There can be no theory
of any account unless it corroborate the theory of the earth,/ No
politics, song, religion, behavior, or what not, is of account, unless it
compare/ With the amplitude of the earth,/ Unless it face the
exactness, vitality, impartiality, rectitude of the earth” (“A Song of the
Rolling Earth” 223).
Since time immemorial, nature, or environment, or landscape has been
a very potent area of investigation in all the major fields of study. In the
light of this statement, E. M. Forster’s masterpiece A Passage to India
can be seen unveiling a significant probe into the study of ecology or
eco-criticism. Those critics who have defined, studied, and applied
concepts such as "pastoral," "romanticism," "transcendentalism," or
"the frontier," or in American literature those critics who have pointed
out that in the nineteenth century the land served as a determinant and
symbol of the national character – weren't they all exploring the
relationship between humanity and the natural world?
Simply defined, eco-criticism or ecology is the study of the relationship
between literature and the physical environment. Just as feminist
criticism examines language and literature from a gender-conscious
perspective, and Marxist criticism brings an awareness of modes of
production and economic class to its reading of texts, eco-criticism
takes an earth-centred approach to literary studies. This school of
criticism has focused more on the literary style of the text in order to
place it into a canonical framework than on the human description of
an actual landscape. Glen Love made a bold claim in his address
“Revaluing Nature: Toward an Ecological Criticism” to Western
Literature Association in 1989:
The most important function of literature today is to redirect
human consciousness to a full consideration of its place in a
threatened natural world. Why does nature writing, literature
of place, regional writing, poetry of nature, flourish now –
even as it is ignored or denigrated by most contemporary
criticism? Because of a widely-shared sense—outside the
literary establishment—that the current ideology which
separates human beings from their environment is
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demonstrably and dangerously reductionist. Because the
natural world is indubitably real and beautiful and significant
(Love 215).
Going by the attributes outlined by Cheryll Glotfelty’s “What Is
Ecocriticism?” the question arises, how is nature represented in this
novel? The ecological concern is central to Forster’s A Passage to
India as repeatedly the emphasis is made on India as a vast, diverse
and exotic land. It is also uncanny, strange and primitive bearing the
ruins of numerous ancient and modern civilizations. If ecological
awareness means either scientific or spiritual recognition of the
interconnections of living things, including humans, with each other
and with their environment – then what we're doing really is not entirely
new. Just as there is precedent for ecologically sensitive thinking even
before there was such a word as ecology (by people like Henry
Thoreau, William Bartram, the Cherokee, the Apache, and so on), there
is such a thing as an eco-critical heritage. Therefore, this paper
endeavours to examine how far Forster’s novel deserves to be studied
as a text carrying ecological engagement in conjunction with the other
abiding issues such as colonialism and symbolism among other
things.
A Passage to India (1924), subtle and rich in symbolism, works on
several levels. On the surface, it is about India which at the time was a
colonial possession of Britain and about the relation between British
and Indian people in that country. On the other side the novel weaves a
fine blend of various ecological components. The landscape features
as a dominant character in the text and an interaction seems to occur
between the characters and the locale throughout. It includes all nonhuman elements of the place – the mosque, the caves, the temple, the
rocks, the arches, the sky, soil, trees, plants, rivers, animals, birds,
insects, the seasons, air as well as human perceptions and
modifications. Forster perceives, describes and relates these elements
to geological, botanical, ecological as well as aesthetic, social, political
and psychological considerations.
A Passage to India explores moral and social issues, colonial times –
which speak of political threads too – yet it also explores the correlation and coexistence of nature with human struggle. Throughout
the novel an interpenetration of ecological elements can be perceived
where nature ceases to be a force or a factor but plays the vital role of
a character itself. Like Hardy, nature in Forster might be an antagonist
to mankind at places, yet it is an essential part of their culture, identity,
traditions and social ethos. Various symbols related to environment in
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the novel define the core of existence which is indispensable to
mankind and provide a deep insight into the field of ecology. Forster
describes the landscape with a different eye in spite of glorifying the
ancient land; he talks of mud, dim-coloured sky, the buzzing flies, the
evil caves, the floods, and the merciless heat which all constitute for
Forster the setting about Chandrapore. This city is a place of cheerless
plains and ‘lumpy hills’ which contain the ‘fists and fingers’ of the
Marabar. “Nothing fits” and man’s creations are completely out of
harmony with nature. Nature exists in both the forces – benevolence
and malevolence – to portray the nuances of life in the novel. In the
very beginning of the novel, Chandrapore itself appears to be a living
entity when Forster consistently uses natural objects to describe the
city: the Marabar caves, the River Ganges, bank, stream, the sea, filth,
and mudsoil.
Environment is a symbolic force in the structure of the novel. Wasp is
used three times, rendering it a symbol and a motif both. In part one
“Mosque” of the novel, Mrs. Moore encounters it in initial chapters
while hanging up her coat. Nature intrudes into interior spaces in India.
In part three of the novel, the wasp appears again when Godbole is
dancing and meditating. He recalls Mrs. Moore and recalls next a wasp
and realizes that he loves the wasp as well, as god loves all his
creatures. In one way wasp symbolizes India itself because Mrs.
Moore admires it for its beauty since it is an Indian wasp. It seems in
the first part of the novel that natural and social life does not exist
separately in Forster. Like Hardy, they act as two important forces in
the universe. Nature seems to play a vital role in building the
atmosphere and symbolism in the novel. Nature is an antagonist when
“the hot weather advanced, swelled like a monster at both ends, and
left less room for the movements of mortals” (193).
The river has been sufficiently mystified with expressions like “What a
terrible river! What a wonderful river!” (32). But at the same time,
Ganges has been demythicized with its religious significance having
been placed out of the context: “Ganges happens not to be holy here”
(9). Forster elaborately emphasizes human failure to appropriate the
caves culturally with human civilization having failed to leave any
“legend of struggle or victory in the Marabar” (124). Forster’s novel
can be interpreted as a well-focused study in ecology with man as well
as other sentient and non-sentient entities having been granted a
peaceful co-existence in the dramatization of several instances. Mrs.
Moore tenderly approaches a nice little wasp in Ronnie’s bungalow
addressing it finally as “pretty dear”… Bats, rats, birds, insects will as
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soon nest inside a house as out” (35). The horse at the Polo maidan,
the hyena that causes the car accident, and the elephant that carries
the Marabar enthusiasts, the green bird observed by Adela and Ronny
are only examples of sentient non-human entities, representing nature,
finding their way into the cultural domain of man.
Part two of A Passage to India “Caves” captures in detail the ancient
history of India. The entire country seems to be a revolving entity and
human life appears to be insignificant, temporal:
In the days of the prehistoric ocean the southern part of the
peninsula already existed, and the high places of Dravidia
have been land since land began, and have seen on one side
the sinking of a continent that joined them to Africa and on
the other the upheaval of Himalayas from a sea. They are
older than anything in the world. No water has ever covered
them, and the sun who has watched them for countless
aeons may still discern in their outlines forms that were his
before our globe was torn from his bosom (123).
There are several instances to highlight the symbolic nature of man
and environment in the novel. For example, beauty of the Moon
illumines the friendship of Mrs. Moore and Dr. Aziz in the initial
chapters, but later the pale sun against an “insipid sky” forecasts the
evil of the cave incident. Wasp, a creature representing natural life
enhances Mrs. Moore and Professor Godbole’s concept of god’s love
for his creation. The bee sting brings Ralph and Aziz together but the
rocks force Fielding and Aziz apart. Symbols like ‘sky’ and ‘arches’ are
heights that only most perceptive minds can comprehend. Sensitive
people find beauty and god in the lowest of creatures like jackal and
wasp.
In the novel there is a systematic enactment of the idea of harmony
between culture and the landscape that associates a temperate climate
with a liberal society and excessive heat with oriental despotism. The
“Mosque” section is set in temperate weather permitting attempts at
friendship on the part of liberal Anglo-Indians, whereas the onset of the
Indian summer provides the temporal background to the “Caves”
section. The Anglo-Indian authorities assert their haughtiness as Mr.
McBryde reiterates his theory of the natives being criminal at heart
simply because they live in such a hot weather (164). The “Temple”
section is set towards the end bringing rains where misunderstandings
are cleared and people settle in their life finally. The notion of “deep
ecology” with its fundamental principle of denial of any basic
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distinction between self and its environment can be perceived in the
novel at different levels. A deep ecological awareness runs through the
entire novel. If Chandrapore can be seen as representing humanity at
large, the relationship between the sky and Chandrapore can be
strongly understood along such a line:
The sky settles everything – not only climates and seasons
but when the earth shall be beautiful. By herself she can do a
little – only feeble outbursts of flowers. But when the sky
chooses, glory can rain into Chandrapore bazaars or a
benediction pass from horizon to horizon. The sky can do so
because it is so strong and so enormous (10).
Similarly, at the end of the novel, Aziz’s disapproval of the idea of
friendship with Fielding until “every blasted Englishman” is driven “into
the sea” is only an expression of a macrocosmic reality:
But the horses didn’t want it – they swerved apart; the earth
didn’t want it sending up rocks through which riders must
pass single file; the temples, the tank, the jail and the palace,
the birds, the carrion, the Guest House, that came into view
as they issued from the gap and saw Mau beneath: they
didn’t want it, they said in their hundred voices, ‘No, not yet’,
and the sky said, ‘No, not there’ (317).
Thus, it can be observed that eco-criticism also examines the cultural
constructions of environment. Forster’s detailed depiction of the
landscape provides an insight into the canonical framework of ecology.
It seems to echo Thoreau’s words when he says, “there can be no
history but natural history” if one believes that by “nature” we mean
the human as well as non-human world. Forster’s A Passage to India
also seems to justify the views of William Cronon, an environmental
historian that "human acts occur within a network of relationships,
processes, and systems that are as ecological as they are cultural”
(1367).
Deconstructionist critics have pointed out that such a hermeneutics
ignores the milieu in which the text is read, the historical concerns of
and influences on the author, and, of course, the cultural background
of the reader. Eco-criticism also reflects similar values by stressing the
importance of the cultural constructions of environment in the text (and
by the reader) instead of focusing on the text's similarities with
accepted genres and literary movements. Alexander Wilson has rightly
claimed that, “the culture of nature – the ways we think, teach, talk
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about, and construct the natural world – is as important a terrain as the
land itself” (quoted in Worster 27).
Thus, we may conclude that Environmental Studies and ecological
concerns occupy a central place in the domain of literary scholarships
and also at the fundamental level associated with human values and
attitudes. We should, as critics and teachers of literature, consider how
literary expression challenges and directs readers to decide what is
meaningful and substantial for them. The effect that eco-criticism will
have is the change that takes place today and will continue tomorrow.
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❖

GITA MEHTA’S A RIVER SUTRA
AS A TRAVEL PILGRIMAGE
Ashoo Toor
Travelogues have been popular in the history of world literature.
Literary travelogues generally exhibit a coherent narrative or aesthetics
beyond the logging of dates and events as found in travel journals.
Inspirational kind of travel writing takes the travelogue adventure or
personal experience a step ahead by incorporating a spiritual message
or the motivation for change as experienced by a writer/narrator or a
character.
Gita Mehta's philosophical travelogue, A River Sutra, is a study of the
conundrum of life through expedition stories offering authentic
interpretations of Indian cultural values, music, art forms, heritage and
a liberal dose of Indian metaphysics. It is a lyrical homage to one of
India’s holiest river, the Narmada, which as a cultural and religious
destination becomes a space where different pilgrims throng, meet and
interact while on a spiritual journey. They are thrown into the company
of one another to form new perceptions and exchange ideas and
beliefs.
The setting of the novel is on the banks of river Narmada amid
constant traffic of pilgrims, archaeologists, policemen, priests and
traders. The Narmada is the ‘Sutra’ which threads together the diverse
people who live on its shores or who come to worship at its banks. A
colourful travelogue, A River Sutra is a series of interlocking stories
told with a higher level of conscious story telling. Each bewitching tale
reflects the depth and complexity of India’s spirituality. Mehta follows
the Narmada from its source at Narmadakund at Amarkantak Hill to the
important Ghats and temples along the course of the river before it
merges into the Arabian Sea; she uses the holy river as a means to
ponder over religion, culture, ecology, myth, reality, desire, sorrow,
passionate intensity, detachment, blind faith, renunciation, selfrealization disappointment, love, pain and wisdom.
Mehta religiously outlines the ghats along the river, namely, the
Amarkantak (Neck of Shiva) or Teertharaj (the King of Pilgrimages),
Omkareshwar, Maheshwar and Mahadeo temples – all named after
Shiva. One of the holiest rivers, the Narmada is believed to be older
than the river Ganges. It is enshrined in enigmatic legends and Mehta
liberally doles out fantastic stories from where the river originated to
the miracles it has performed in the lives of those who have faith in it.
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It is believed that a dip in its holy waters washes one's sins away.
According to a popular legend, the river Ganges, polluted by millions of
people bathing in it, assumes the form of a black cow and comes to
the Narmada to bathe and cleanse itself in its holy waters.
Mehta’s travel text has for its chief narrator and sutradhar, a bureaucrat, nearing his retirement, who has opted to take a government post
of a manager of a rest house at a small town on the banks of Narmada.
He connects the seemingly unconnected stories. The narrators of the
stories converge on the banks of the Narmada and partake of peace
and mental serenity by telling their experience and by residing on the
banks of this canonical river. As the novel gains momentum and the
stories progress one by one, it becomes the story of the Narmada –
the symbol of our culture – of Shiva’s penance and birth of the
Narmada; and of men running around in an attempt to grasp the
meaning of life.
River Narmada is among the holiest pilgrimage sites worshipped as the
daughter of God Shiva. It is said that Shiva was in an ascetic trance so
strenuous that rivulets of perspiration began flowing from his body
down the hills. The stream takes the form of a beautiful woman,
innocently tempting even ascetics to pursue her, inflaming lust
appearing at one moment as a lightly dancing girl, at another a
romantic dreamer, at yet another as a seductress loose-limbed with
lassitude of desire. Her inventive variation so amused Shiva that he
named her Narmada, the Delightful One, blessing her with the words
“You shall be forever holy, forever inexhaustible” (8).
The river becomes the object of the narrator’s reflections and from his
forest retreat the narrator is a witness to a large number of white-robed
pilgrims, who, as vanaprasthis are out to seek personal enlightenment
and renunciation from the binding world. The river silently flows
through the novel and becomes as much of a living entity, touching the
lives of the narrator, the characters and the readers. The uniqueness of
the stories lies in the unsettled nature of man, swinging between
happiness and despair, attachment and detachment, obsession and
renunciation, desire and death. The recurrent motifs are those of the
ragas of Indian classical music, Shiva-Parvati, Kamadev, the God of
Love and of course, the passions and mysteries of the human heart.
“The Monk’s Story” begins with Ashok, the monk, who is probably
only thirty years old but has already tired of a world that has offered
him everything he has wanted. He keeps withdrawing from life, longing
to be free. With a strong desire to renounce the material world, he
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undertakes a pilgrimage to the Narmada, wanting to pull away from the
ties of attachment. He is on his way to Mahadeo, where his brother
monks await him. Most of these ascetics who experience suffering are
people who believe that they are living life to the full. Their suffering
comes from their fear of mortality and they all strive to use the sacred
powers of the river to be relieved of their chaos and suffering. They
undertake the Narmada Parikrama on foot, starting from the Arabian
Sea at Bharonch, along the river, to its source in Maikal Mountains and
back along the opposite bank of the river. It’s a 2600 km walk and
takes about two to three years. The spell carries them as they take in
the colourful riverside, the temples, ashrams, bathing sites and warmhearted people; listening deeply for the river’s voice as it tumbles home
to the sea, washing humanity clean of its borders, divisions and shortsightedness. The presence of the spiritual flow in the universe through
the flowing holy river and the harmony of man with nature absorbing
the divinity existing therein brings tranquillity to the troubled minds of
the monks.
Master Mohan, the Music teacher, in “The Teacher’s Story,” with an
unfulfilled desire of being a famous singer, meets an orphan, Imrat,
and gives him music lessons devotedly. Although his efforts to help
and train the child are magnanimous, in his latent psyche, Imrat
becomes a means to revive his lost self and to relive his own unfulfilled
childhood. Unfortunately, Imrat’s murder leads him towards a path of
guilt-ridden madness and he comes on the banks of the river Narmada,
seeking solace. The Islamic Scholar, Tariq Mia believes that his
counselling has cured Master Mohan of his malady, and the distraught
soul decides to return to his city. Having failed to spend some quiet
moments along the holy shores of the Narmada, his chaotic mind finds
no rest, and he jumps in front of a train, ending his painful journey. The
writer seems to assert that his pilgrimage was left incomplete, which is
why he fails to find solace and has a traumatic end.
The river holds a great cultural and religious significance for the Indian
people. Not only do they believe that bathing in the river’s waters
purifies one’s soul and heals the body, but the religious importance of
the Narmada is so profound that its banks are also used as cremation
grounds. Those cremated there with their ashes immersed in the holy
waters are believed to be granted instant salvation. However, Master
Mohan is so unfortunate and so much a failure that he does not even
have the good fortune to commit suicide in the Narmada. As per the
myth, had he died in the Narmada, he would have been purified of his
failure, guilt and misfortune.
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The young executive, Nitin Bose in “The Executive’s Story” is
“suffocated by the sheer weight of Calcutta’s inescapable humanity”
(114) and the solitude of the tea-estate appears an attractive prospect
to his bored mind. It is a tale of physical consummation where he falls
for sensual pleasures in the company of Rima, a tribal woman. Later,
he tries to bury his immoral act in his mind and the effect of his
suppression results in his utter madness. It is believed that he is
subjected to some kind of tribal magic and that worshipping the tribal
goddess at any shrine that overlooks the Narmada River alone will cure
him. There is a myth about the Narmada that it cures one of a snake’s
venom. Here snake is not to be taken in the literal sense. Snake is a
symbol of desire and its venom is the harm of desires on human
existence. Nitin Bose takes refuge on the banks of the river to immerse
the figure of the tribal goddess to weaken his possession. The river’s
tranquillity helps him divert his attention from sex to creativity. Thus he
sublimates his lust and regains his lost balance and intelligence. River
Narmada is understood to be the final refuge if everything else fails in
the world.
“The Courtesan’s Story” is a raw tale of abduction, of crime, of
coquetry and of love superseding lifetimes – the profound love of a
man for a woman – a love he believes has survived innumerable births
and deaths, and how his soul has always sought his beloved in every
lifetime. Rahul Singh, a bandit, finally wins over the heart of the young
courtesan woman, who he believes has been his soul-mate in all
births. However, after the police shoot Rahul Singh, the girl accompanies her mother to go back home and, while the narrator looks out of
the window watching them, he sees the girl embracing her mother and
disappearing from the scene. The narrator’s assistant informs him later
that the girl drowned in Narmada. Her mother felt relieved that her sins
would be forgiven as she had become one with the Holy River.
Narmada is the only escape. She is contented because her daughter
dies in the Narmada which can purify all her sins. Even the chief
narrator discovers that “attempted suicide is often ignored if the
offender is trying to kill himself or herself in the waters of Narmada”
(3). A mere glimpse of the Narmada’s waters is supposed to “cleanse
a human being of generations of sinful births” (151). By ending her life
in the river, the young courtesan draws a parallel between her own
immortal love and the immortality of the Narmada. The flowing waters
of Narmada speak of the unending charm of men coming and going
according to the dictates of destiny. The love tale in the backdrop of
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Oriental Hindu Philosophy bespeaks of a love of a higher order, a love
which is stronger than death.
“The Musician’s Story” is yet another tale of love – rather an
amalgamation of love in its various hues – the sensuous love of Lord
Shiva for Parvati which made him immortalize the beauty of his wife by
creating the first instrument of music – the Veena. It is also the love of
a musician for his music. It is the story of desire and unrequited love of
a young musician woman who is jilted by a young student of her
father. Her spirit is dead and she refuses to sing again. She moans,
“… it is an impossible penance … to express desire in my music
when I am dead inside” (226). The forlorn woman refuses to touch her
musical instruments and so her father brings her to the banks of
Narmada – to pray, to meditate, to undergo penance until the time she
has cured herself of her “attachment to what has passed and can
become again the ragini to every raga” (225). As the Narmada is the
daughter of Shiva, it will cure her of the attachment and resultant
anguish. She comes to the Narmada with the hope that she’ll get
restored to her inspiration. Here again the River Narmada is considered
to be the final refuge to restore the dead spirit.
The last story in the Sutra, “The Minstrel’s Story”, is of a naga
mendicant who renounces the world and treks the length and breadth
of the country seeking enlightenment of a different order. His final
destination is the Narmada where he brings along a little girl whom he
has rescued from a brothel. He takes her to the River Narmada and
immerses her to cleanse her from all the impurities, and rechristens
her ‘Uma’. The girl grows up to become the minstrel of the Narmada
and is accepted and respected at festivals on the banks of the River
Narmada as a singer-saint. In the mean time, Naga Baba re-enters the
world by making his soul travel through eighty four thousand births,
and comes back to the River Narmada as Professor Shankar – an
archaeologist to learn more about the river, not for its mythical and
religious inclination but for its immortality. He moves towards
fulfilment, while Uma is in search of devotion, peace and purity. She
has already undergone sublimation. She accepts life as it is and her
quest continues.
It is through the river minstrel, Uma, that the author makes the readers
learn about the various hues and forms of the river Narmada. It is
playful and placid. During rains, it appears dramatic. At night, its form
is dark and fearsome. At the daybreak, it looks colourful. The minstrel
sings the praise of the Narmada as ‘grace of the earth’, ‘a dancing
deer’, ‘the beautiful one’, damsel of beautiful leaps’, and ‘river born of

Gita Mehta’s A River Sutra

69

love’. The Narmada River is thus believed to be a primordial image in
the history of human existence. Its vital energy provides the sattva,
predominant happiness and peace to one who comes to its banks.
Thus, the Narmada becomes a unifying agent in the novel. All the
characters of the novel come to the shelter of the Narmada either in
desperation or in quest. The Narmada assures the men: “Bring your
knowledge of mankind. And follow me. I will lead you to the next
Creation” (278). It teaches men the principles of life, about ‘this world’
and ‘the other world’, and about what life is and what it should have
been. At the end of the novel, the narrator too broods over the
enlightenment brought about by his stay at the Narmada Guest House.
The novel is an exposition of Indian metaphysics and renunciation has
always been an important element in Indian metaphysics, culture, life
and literature. More significantly, it eulogises the Narmada, which turns
its seekers into Jivanmukta, meaning that they stay unaffected both by
pain and pleasure.
The Narmada, which follows a marathon course rising in the
Amarkantak plateau where the Vindhya and Satpura Mountain ranges
meet, and then flows westward across the state of Madhya Pradesh
and lastly to Gujarat before it finally joins the Arabian Sea, north of
Surat, Gujarat, leaves its pilgrims wonderstruck. The immortality of the
river is in the form of human experience – the experience of the world
around and the experience of living on the banks of the river. Thus, the
river is the repository of human experiences of different shades and
therefore is significant for the human existence: “If anything is sacred
about this river, it is the individual experiences of the human beings
who have lived here ... it is an immortal river. It has never changed its
course. It is a sustained record of human existence in the same place
— That is immortality” (264).
Gita Mehta allows her readers a glimpse of not only the physical
perspective of the Narmada in her travelogue but also depicts how the
river penetrates the consciousness of her characters. Ultimately, it is
rewarding for the readers too who are more intrigued and edified than
moved. The dynamics of the stories primarily illustrate the cultural and
religious forces and it won’t be wrong to say that the stories, the
characters and, largely, the profound myths surrounding the Narmada
leave an indelible imprint on the psychological realms of the
conscious, the subconscious and the unconscious mind zones of the
reader, long after the book has been put down. The rich travelogue
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upholds the ideology that “Man is the greatest truth. Nothing beyond”
(14).
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BARREN WITCHES IN GITHA HARIHARAN’S
THE THOUSAND FACES OF NIGHT
Sadia Hasan
Women’s reproductive implication – their capacity to bear and nourish
children – has to a very large extent defined a woman’s role, her worth,
her quality of life and the treatment meted out to her in and by the
society. It has certainly come at a huge personal cost for women –
subverting her identity and reducing her to just a womb. Her being a
‘wife’ also has its direct bearing on its essential counterpart of being a
mother and carrying on the task of bearing and rearing children.
The patriarchal society has turned what could have been one of the
most rewarding and procreative experience into a fearful trajectory.
Blessed with the capacity of forwarding human race, motherhood
could very well have been a symbol of utmost power and ultimate
panoramic status of exaltation, but instead, in all its practicality, it is a
major source of anxiety for women. It is this power of bearing children
and producing another generation of family that leads to her suffering
at the hands of her husband and in-laws. Her capacity to bear children
and the gender of the children she bears has direct implication on her
worth in the society. Krishnaraj writes, “… the normative glorification
of motherhood in Indian religious traditions, poetry and prose rarely
translates itself into reality in the lives of mothers” (Preface). Instead,
the traditional concept of motherhood is synonymous with a willing or
unwilling tolerance of a life of sacrifice, suffering and often,
exploitation. Motherhood is considered to be an inevitable, natural
destiny and ultimate aspiration of a woman’s life and it is a commonly
held belief that a woman’s happiness and fulfillment can only come
through it. In fact, the idea of completeness of a woman is strongly
projected through motherhood. Society, in all its limited and limiting
view, looks at her only in terms of her procreative faculty.
Githa Hariharan’s The Thousand Faces of Night is a text heavy in
women issues. It addresses a number of complexes resulting from
various facets of being a woman – her preparation for a life of silent
and silenced sacrifice, obedience, of her existence for the sake of
comfort of others, her initiation into motherhood through menstruation,
the perpetuation of her complete surrender reinforced by myths,
traditions and culture, her grooming as a prospective bride, her endless
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catering to the demands of being a wife, a daughter-in-law and a
mother.
The narrative of Devi, the protagonist, an America-educated, recently
married woman and Mayamma, an old maid-servant in the house of
Devi’s husband Mahesh centers around motherhood, or rather their
incapacity for motherhood. Though the two are completely different
women in terms of age, social status, education, economic status and
caste, they share their plight of barrenness. While Mayamma, giving
birth to a still-born child after ten years of longing remembers the
reaction of her mother-in-law,
But my mother-in-law was far more sure of herself. She
slapped my cheeks hard, first this then the other. Her fists
pummeled my breasts and my still swollen stomach till they
had to pull her off my cowering, bleeding body. She shouted
in a rage mixed with fear, “Do you need any more proof that
this is not a woman? The barren witch has killed my
grandson, and she lies there asking us why!” (The Thousand,
Prelude),
Devi is oppressed by her husband’s scornful rebuke through words
and gestures with which he greets her after coming back from his
tours for her failure to conceive: “Mahesh’s tours get longer and
longer. When he returns, he waits for Mayamma to shuffle out of the
room with his bags and he turns to me. Any news, he asks. His eyes
quickly appraise my body, all bones and flat stomach. No news, I say”
(The Thousand 80).
Mahesh, a practical man views marriage as a necessity; there is no
place for romance or warmth in this lack-lustre relationship. He
expects Devi to embrace motherhood as a natural outcome of their
married life, almost as if in conformity to a schedule that tradition has
bound a woman to carry, with severe penalty for any deviation.
When Mahesh stays out of the town on long tours leaving Devi only
with her father-in-law and a maid-servant in a large house reeling with
hollowness and meaninglessness, she is expected to fill the emptiness
in her married life with a child. Mahesh doesn’t understand her need to
socialize or to work, and instead blames her depression to her
education: “This is what comes of educating a woman. Your grandmother was barely literate. Wasn’t she happier woman than you are?
What is it you want?” (The Thousand 74)
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Mahesh is also a symbol of husbands who wish to regulate and dictate
all the activities of their wives, of how they should conduct themselves
in social circle and whether they should put to any use their hardearned education. Mahesh is hypocritical in the way he expects Devi to
drink in social circles but objects to it when she does it at home
willingly. He fails to understand her need for love, for company, for
understanding. Most of the time he is not “there in the mornings to see
(her) drag (her) feet around (her) precious dungeon. He has better
things to do” (The Thousand 74).
Too eager to initiate her into motherhood, he makes her visit
gynecologist “who will set right with sterilized instruments, the
rebellious organ, the straying tubes inside me. I will leave the clinic
with my parts glued together, whole, mended, an efficient receptacle
for motherhood” (The Thousand 89). Here the field of medicine is
shown to conspire against women and collaborate with the patriarchal
society in pushing her into forced motherhood – sometimes against
her will, sometimes against her body and sometimes against her
capacity.
The “dominant culture that tries to dictate a normative female body”
(Ohira 265) is portrayed in the fertility clinic, “The doctors bristled with
impatience. What was I to them but a stupid woman who couldn’t even
get pregnant, the easiest of accidents. Look at the obedient, dutiful
wives around you, they seemed to say. They are born wives, they
don’t need others to regulate their functions and coax them to grow in
the right direction” (The Thousand 92).
The whole experience of barrenness, the shame that a woman is made
to go through is projected through a woman at the clinic whose
“stomach was flat … wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes (The Thousand
90). Hariharan adds anxiety to traditional feminist positions by focusing
on the non-reproductive bodies. Women incapable of reproduction are
humiliated by their own body and are made to feel worthless, castrated
and polluted, traumatised by the nomenclature ‘witches’. Even the
initiation of menstrual cycle in a woman is celebrated as an indicator of
future motherhood. Devi is told by her grandmother “It means you are
a woman now, my child. It means you will be a mother (The Thousand
88). Devi’s preparation for motherhood is reinforced by her mother Sita
who after being complained to by Mahesh for Devi’s lack of
enthusiasm for motherhood, writes to her:
All through the ages, my dear Devi, Amma wrote, women
have sought the deep content that comes with motherhood.
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When I held you helpless in my protecting arms, when you
first smiled at my face bent over yours, when you lisped that
precious word Amma, what vistas of joy opened up before
me! (The Thousand 86)

Devi finds herself a victim of gender dynamics that demands total
subservience of women. She finds herself dissolving in the myopic
view of the society, “I feel myself getting blurred in Mahesh’s eyes.
The focus gets softer and softer, till everything dissolves into
nothingness, everything but my stubborn, unrelenting womb” (The
Thousand 93).
Hariharan has also shown mythology employed to reinforce the
traditional image of women. Devi’s impressionable child-mind is
conditioned by her grandmother through the stories of Damayanti who
seems to have existed almost only for her swayamwara; Gandhari who
“embraced her destiny, a blind husband with a self-sacrifice worthy of
her royal blood” (The Thousand 29); a girl who professes, “a girl is
given only once in marriage, so stop this mockery of lamenting and
wailing. Let me go to my waiting husband” (The Thousand 33); of
Amba who projects that “A woman without a husband has no home”
(The Thousand 38) and who has to emphasise that she is “pure and
untouched as (her) garland of fresh flowers” (The Thousand 37) and
helplessly plead:
Look at me, Bheeshma, see my face, trembling with
eagerness. See my breasts, full and ready. See my arms, my
legs, gentle and soft as the most tender and clinging of
creepers. See my womanhood that longs to be fulfilled. Will
you look away? Will you put a selfish vow made in the
foolishness of youth before the desperate offering I make
you? (The Thousand 38)
The lesson to be learnt is underlined that “A woman meets her fate
alone” (The Thousand 28) and reinforced, “A woman fights her battles
alone” (The Thousand 36).
A variety of mythological female characters are employed to put forth a
powerful, glaring example of ideal woman, an idea that claws its hold
on the minds of women so tightly that they are left with only one
choice – to follow suit:
Like Sati you must burn yourself to death, like Sati you must
vindicate your husband’s honour and manhood.
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Like Parvati, you must stand neck-deep in cold, turbulent
waters, the hungry, predator fish devouring your feet.
Like Haimavati you must turn that black skin on your sinful
body into a golden sheen of light and beauty.
Like Gauri you must reap the bountiful harvest that will be
yours if you embrace the lingam on the sacrificial altar (The
Thousand 94).
Mayamma survived her long-suffering life as a wife and a mother. As a
prospective bride, her suitability and her value rested on her
reproductive capacity:
Mayamma’s mother-in-law had examined her closely before
the match was made. She had taken the girl aside and crossquestioned her about the jewellery she was wearing. Were
they hers or her sister’s? She tugged at Mayamma’s long,
thick plait to make sure it was all real. Unable to check
Mayamma’s insides herself, she had contented herself with
the astrologer’s promise that Mayamma would bear her many
strong grandsons (The Thousand 80).
Married at the age of twelve, she is quickly burdened with the
expectation of motherhood, “Mayamma’s mother-in-law watched her
slim waist intently for the first year. The second year she broke into
complaint. What kind of a girl is this, she said. She eats as much as
anybody else, but is barren. Her horoscope is a lie, she will have to do
penance to change its course” (The Thousand 80). Her barrenness
introduces her to a lifetime of horrendous penance so as to pacify
Gods into granting her sons:
She woke up at four in the morning and walked among the
blue-tipped shadows to the pond. She prayed, made vows,
dipped herself again and again in pure coldness. She starved
every other day, she gave up salt and tamarind. She tied little
wicker baskets with crimson strips of cloth on the tree
dedicated to Jaganmata. She meditated for hours before a
pan of clear water, representative of the golden-complexioned
Shashti, giver of children. She fed the snakes her rice and
curds, she bathed the all-conquering lingam with
sandalwood, milk and her tears of ardour, to appease the evil
conjunction of the planets, she offered tulasi leaves at the
family shrine, chanting mantras without stopping for a breath.
She invoked everyday the goddess’ thousand names; five
hundred times she prostrated herself at the feet of the ever-
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fertile mother. Every six months she renewed her vows; every
six months she invited six Brahmins to a feast, and sent them
away with the richest gifts she could lay her hands on (The
Thousand 81).

Mayamma’s memory goes back to her own marriage, her mother-inlaw, a symbol of patriarchal culture and her husband, unable to keep
himself off his nightly carnal rituals at the field “woke her up every
night, his large, hairy thighs rough and heavy on her, pushing pushing”
(The Thousand 80). Her mother-in-law, unable to contain her
frustration at Mayamma’s barrenness even after ten years of penance,
. . . pulled up my sari roughly, just as her son did every night,
and smeared the burning red, freshly-ground spices into my
barrenness. I burned, my thighs clamped together as I felt the
devouring fire cling to my entrails.
The next time it was my breast. Cut the right one open, here,
take this blade. Take the silver cup with the blood from your
breast and bathe the lingam (The Thousand 113).
Hariharan’s women are declared sinned if they find even a miniscule
trace of happiness in their lives, all happiness out of bounds for them
and are reminded repeatedly of their barrenness. She is rendered unfit
for all happiness in her life, “You have been admiring your fine new
sari, have you, continued the mocking voice. What has your beauty
done for you, you barren witch?”(The Thousand 113) and “No, no,
Maya. No rice for you today. It’s Friday. No rice today, no vegetables
tomorrow, no tamarind the day after. Stop thinking of food, daughterin-law, think of your womb. Think of your empty, rotting womb and
pray” (The Thousand 114). Even the bearing of a son does not come
as a salvation for her as her husband runs off with the gold of the
house and her son beats her angrily before succumbing to death.
Religion has also been employed to act as a conspiratorial force in the
garb of a sacred word, “A woman without a child, say the sages, goes
to hell” (The Thousand 81). The priest chanting mantras near the
ceremonial fire around which seven vows of Hindu marriage are taken
project Indian society’s desire for sons:
Let us unite our minds with the same thoughts and vows. I
am the word and you are the melody; I am the melody and
you are the word. I am heaven, you are earth. I am the seed
you are the bearer. I am the thought you are the word. Let me
lead you so that we may bear a son (The Thousand 80).
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The barrenness in Githa Hariharan’s text transcends boundaries of this
life and haunt women as a punishment for her own sin of previous
birth, “The oily, pock marked village doctor, his hand still dripping with
my blood, looked shifty. A woman must learn to bear some pain, he
mumbled. What can I do about the sins of your previous birth?” (The
Thousand, Prelude).
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NILAKANTHA DAS’S PRANAYINI AND
TENNYSON’S THE PRINCESS: A STUDY IN
TRANSLATION FROM ENGLISH TO ODIA
Pranamita Pati
This paper aims at making a comparative study in translation of two
poems: one by an English poet laureate, Tennyson and another by a
great Odia poet and philosopher, Nilakantha Das. It may appear a
misadventure in literary criticism as both are far from each other. Of
course, translation has the potentiality to cross the political,
geographical and cultural boundaries. Nilakantha Das must have read
many poems of Tennyson as he was a very popular poet of his time.
Nilakantha Das was attracted by Tennyson’s The Princess; it may not
be a very powerful poem but, at the same time, it is an important and
popular poem. Thoughts, ideas, emotions, feelings do not obey frontiers. Naturally a sensitive mind was bound to be attracted by a
passionate poem of the poet. In pre-independence era a translator was
bound by some restraints: both psychological and emotional fear while
translating from English to a native language. Such fear was not to be
expected from Pandit Nilakantha Das as he was well-versed in English
literature and language.
It is evident from his autobiography that Tennyson was a favorite poet
of Das. He used to read and recite his poems. It is no wonder that he
liked Tennyson’s The Princess and translated it into Odia, his mother
tongue. Translation, after all, cannot be done mechanically – to get
rewards. It is a creation of passion like love. Nilakantha Das fell in love
with The Princess and translated it as Pranayini. Pranayini may be read
as Das’s release of pent-up emotion and passion. In other words, it
may be called ‘katharsis’ or what Freud would call “psychic economic
expenditure.”
The Princess is a passionate poem. Passion has no boundary.
Grierson thinks that “a passionate understanding of the universe is the
theme of metaphysical poetry.” Tennyson and Nilakantha Das both
were passionate poets in their own ways. Both had to work under a
limited freedom. Victorian society was, after all, a “closed” society.
One is reminded of love between Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett
Browning. Pandit Nilakantha Das was brought up in Satyabadi school
which also created students like Pandit Gopabandhu Das and Pandit
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Godabarisa Mishra. All had to abide by strict discipline of morality and
theory of karma. Passion always took a backseat. It does not mean
that poets of Satyabadi group were all sannyasis or celibates. Of
course, they were more worried about educating people and bringing
about a change in the consciousness of people against colonialism.
Nevertheless, Nilakantha Das, as a student of English literature, was
attracted by Tennyson. Victorian poetry is, after all, a continuation of
the Romantic age, though disturbed by the discoveries by Charles
Darwin. No morality, no religion can ever ignore the right of primitive
urge – passion of man. Das tried his hand in translating the most
romantic poem of Tennyson, Enoch Arden. This shows Nilakantha
Das’s mind. And it is no wonder that when he came to translate
Tennyson’s The Princess, he changed the title as Pranayini which
means in Indian languages as beloved. The change in the title may
apparently appear contradictory but in reality it is the same.
It would be a travesty of truth to say that The Princess is not a
passionate poem. Victorians were as implicit in their emotions as the
Indians during colonial time. Tennyson rather played with the idea of
passion and he goes back to the medieval romance where the hero is
wounded in a duel and at last nursed by the woman he loves and
ultimately they are united with a warm kiss. Of course, there is some
social relevance to The Princess in the sense that Tennyson goes
ahead of his time to show the rise of women to form a university of
their own. They even protest against the entry of any male. When the
prince with his friend entered in disguise they were caught in the fight.
The prince was wounded. The princess, like the Victorian woman
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, holds the passion tight and when it
overflows both are drowned in passion. They unite.
The Princess was published in 1847. Pandit Nilakantha Das must have
read the poem in his undergraduate course. He must have been
fascinated by the story element of Enoch Arden and The Princess. It is
not always true to believe that what forces the original writer to write
the poem has the same attraction for the translator. The translator was
born much later, say about 37 years after the publication of
Tennyson’s poem. The world had by then changed a lot. Just after
hundred years of The Princess being published, India got
independence. Pandit Nilakantha Das combined in him the elements of
a creative writer and socio-political activist during the British raj.
Nevertheless he kept the title as Pranayini which is romantic, amorous.
What could be the reason for Nilakantha Das to select this poem
although The Princess appeared to be not very romantic?
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Nilakantha Das was a great poet, essayist, orator, social reformer,
critic etc. There are certain reasons for him being interested in
translation. Radhanath Ray transformed foreign tales into Odia stories
and his portrayal of characters offended the Odia people. It caused
dissatisfaction to the writers of the ‘Satyabadi School’. Especially
Nilakantha Das reacted against Ray’s themes and expressed it through
his writings. According to Dr. Mayadhar Mansingh, “he has been
spearheading the opposition to the Radhanatha School, spreading the
view that the latter has spoiled the pristine purity of Oriya literature.”
The literature of the Victorian era had a profound impact on him. Lots
of similar characteristics are to be seen in the ideology of the
‘Satyabadi School’ and the Victorian school of thought. The important
aspect of their literature is to eradicate the social evils so that a better
society with higher set of values can evolve.
Nilakantha Das has acknowledged in the translator’s note that during
his graduation in Ravenshaw College, his teacher’s way of teaching
Tennyson’s The Princess highly inspired him to translate the work into
his mother tongue. Tennyson and Nilakantha Das, both being great
nationalists, believed in the independent development of mankind. Both
strongly believed in the importance of women’s education. In this
context, it may be mentioned that before translating The Princess, Das
had already published an essay named Stree Sikshya (Education of
Women) in the Odia journal Mukura. He started translating The
Princess while pursuing his M.A. in Calcutta and then published the
complete poem in 1919.
Pranayini is not after all a literal translation of The Princess. Das is
aware of the danger of literal translations. He also did not completely
overhaul the poem. He kept the spirit but changed the content of the
poem. By changing names and using native images, metaphors and
myths, the poet has tried to depict the characters in concrete local
situation, just to give it a local habitation and a name. Though the
translator presents the subject-matter independently, yet it seems that
Das was very much aware of retaining his originality as the target
language was meant for his native readers. He has tried to preserve his
own cultural values while translating a work of foreign culture.
Tennyson has labeled The Princess as a “Medley” which means “the
title of a literary miscellany” but Das has used the term a “humorous
poem.” In the Prologue to The Princess, Tennyson has written In a
Summer’s Day as summer is the best time for celebration in England.
Since England is a cold country and during summer snow melts and
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various kinds of beautiful flowers bloom, it presents a very scenic
landscape in the minds of the readers. Das is justified in translating it
as “sarad prabhate dine parvan utsave” because autumn is the festive
season in his native land. So here we get to see the variation and
relevance of the environment in their respective works.
Blue eye and the month of May are symbols of beauty in England. So
Tennyson has written in Canto 1: “A Prince I was, blue eyed, and fair
in face/ Of temper amorous, as the first of May.” But in our country,
the moon of autumn and the spring season symbolize beauty. So Das
has translated those lines as: “Bimala Lochan/ Saradindu – uchitanu,
Swabhabe kipari/ Thila mo parana sada prema – pipasita.”
Another important aspect to be noted in the poem is that the title
has been selected as The Princess which refers to a lady of an
elevated class. It is unsuitable to apply the term to any ordinary
beloved. But in comparison to this, Das’s translated title Pranayini can
be used for any person’s beloved. In Tennyson’s work, when the
Prince becomes spellbound by the Princess’ sweet feminine heart, he
addresses her as, “My bride, My wife, My life.” Das’s translation of
this line is: “Pranayini, Preyasire, Pranara dayita.”
Poetry is considered to be the most difficult genre to translate. The
difficulty lies in rendering both the form and content of the source
language in the target language. The difficulty is multiplied when the
source text is set to verse form with specific metrical pattern and
rhyming. This is where the translator is confronted with a serious
dilemma of prioritizing the content or the form. Here is a stanza from
the fourth canto of Tennyson’s The Princess: “O swallow, swallow,
flying, flying south,/ Fly to her, and fall upon her glided eaves/ And tell
her, tell her, what I tell to thee.” Das has translated these lines like this:
“Ja re kokila se dakshina dese/ Ja pranayini pase/ Aruna dhauta –
batayana tara/ Basi, gaa madhubhase.”
Swallow is a rare bird in India. In spite of pollution swallows come in
groups during winter to Chilika lake. Das must have seen the swallow
bird in Chilika. Swallow symbolizes the coming of summer. There is a
saying in English “one swallow does not make a summer.” Swallows
come to Chilika lake in Puri district in large numbers to get rid of the
biting winter of the West. The translator has changed swallow into
cuckoo which is the symbol of Indian spring. No wonder, Indian
summer is not soothing, not pleasant; rather it is torturous because of
the scorching sun. Wordsworth didn’t find a cuckoo in trees though he
was spell-bound by the sweet voice of the cuckoo. In India, the voice
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of the cuckoo is the harbinger of spring. It shows how a translator has
to negotiate with another culture from which he is translating.
Again in the same canto Das has tried to give the exact meaning by
writing the following lines like: “daridre dhanara spruha, chira rogajirne/ Niroga bilasa bali, e mama parane/ Pirate-pipasa uthe; e parana
puni/ Kemante kahibi mama; taba e bhamini’/ Taba bina ardha eha,/
apurna satata;/ Taba joge purna sati; se purane puni/ Mahaniya/
mahattara taba joga sina!”
Of Tennyson’s original verse lines, “…O more than poor men wealth/
Than sick men health—yours, yours, not mine—but half/ Without you;
with you, whole; and of those halves/ You worthiest.” Thus the
translation tries to retain the flavor of the original as far as possible. In
Canto 2, Tennyson has mentioned, “Six hundred maidens clad in
Purest white,” but Das has translated it as, “Saptasata ramani se
subhracchade tora.” He changed the number from six to seven. It
shows the cultural preference between the East and the West,
specially, India. For Indians, seven is an auspicious number (bride and
bridegrooms move round the fire seven times; rainbow is given seven
colours). Perhaps, that is why six hundred maidens have been
changed into seven hundred amorous women.
The narration of social issues through the conversation with
friends in the epilogue of Pranayini shows the social concern of
Nilakantha Das: “Galapilu nana range samaja ra dasa/ Sanskara ra
sima puni desh daridrata.” Tennyson has written this in line 72-73 in
the epilogue as: “Ourselves are full of social wrong.”
Another point is that Tennyson has composed some songs in
different cantos of The Princess as it is presented in a dramatic
style. Eleven songs are compiled in the original whereas Das has
produced ten songs in his translated work. Instead of translating its
verse form, Das has expressed Tennyson’s second song of Canto 7 in
prosaic form, as words being spoken by the Prince. He has translated
all other ten songs exquisitely but for some changes in certain names
of places. The Princess is written in Blank verse. In his translation, Das
too follows the Blank verse mode (‘Amitrakshara Chhanda’
characterized by fourteen letters/syllables in each line) as it was then
prevalent in Odia poetry.
A great writer should be, what Eliot said, aware of his own tradition,
culture and myth. For that matter, no writer can afford to ignore the
Ramayana, the Mahabharata and the Upanishads. Nilakantha Das was
addressed as ‘Pandit’ before his name. It was not for nothing. He was
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a versatile genius, a scholar extraordinary. So he used myths and
stories from the Ramayana and the Mahabharata to make Tennyson’s
poem more familiar to an Indian reader in general and an Odia reader in
particular.
An Indian poet is not very apt in using short metaphoric lines. Even
Eliot’s The Wasteland was edited and shortened by Ezra Pound.
Tennyson’s short but pregnant with meaning, the beautiful line “Let the
past be past” was translated by the translator with much ramification
and anecdotes from the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. It is primarily
because most of the Indian readers (I mean common readers) at that
time were not well versed in English language and literature. To give
the poem a common appeal and to expose the beauty of the poem by
the greatest Victorian poet Lord Tennyson, Pandit Nilakantha Das had
to extend the metaphor with anecdotes.
Thus, it may be concluded that Das has translated The Princess very
skillfully. The act of substituting the source language norms for the
ones in the target language is a highly subjective issue that demands
creative intuition on the part of a translator. When a translator
successfully meets such a demand, he crosses the borderline of
distinction between the original and the replication, and performs the
role of a writer. Using his originality, Nilakantha Das has made
Pranayini a beautiful transcreation.
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MAKING THE INVISIBLE VISIBLE:
THE STORIES OF HANSDA SOWVENDRA SHEKHAR
Namita Sethi
The Adivasi Will Not Dance (TAWND 2015) is a striking collection of
stories by Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar who is an indigenous Indian
writer in English. Using Santhali, Oriya, Hindi and Bangla words without
translating them, Shekhar offers a polyphonous prose that sings of
degrees of dispossession and marginalization in recognizable literary
modes, avoiding the anthropological style usually favoured in such
narratives. His irony never misses its mark and at the same time the
political concerns blend seamlessly into tales that appeal to the
imagination. Resisting easy categorization, the writing gives insights
into every day middleclass Santhali life as well as sensitive portrayals
of characters who live at the margins of society.
In both The Mysterious Ailment of Rupi Baskey (2014), his first novel,
and The Adivasi Will Not Dance, Shekhar explores the themes of
Santhal aspirations and alienation. Both look back at Jaipal Singh the
Adivasi leader who in 1946 expressed the hope for “equality of
opportunity, where no one will be neglected” (Speech made to
Jawaharlal Nehru in 1946 at the Constituent Assembly, Qtd. by Guha).
However, as Ramachandra Guha has argued globalization and the
postcolonial period has seen continued exploitation of the tribals of
peninsular India in the name of democratic development by the wider
economy and polity. He points out that they are worse off than other
disadvantaged groups. While Dalits and Muslims have had some
impact in shaping the national discourse on democracy and
governance, the tribals remain not just marginal but invisible (Guha).
Shekhar’s characters often face discrimination not only from upper
caste characters but also at the hands of Dalits and other marginalized
groups. In the story “Eating with the Enemy,” Sulochana, who is a
Ghaasi Harijan, shrinks back in horror from Adivasis. The situation is
rife with comic irony because she does not realize that her employer
and confidante is a Santhal, living as they do in a colony full of Bengali
households. The situation is less funny in the story “They Eat Meat!”
where a Santhal family that relocates from Bhubaneshwar to Vadodara
is advised to give up eating eggs and non-vegetarian food while in
Gujarat. The two cities are contrasted along binary axes where
Vadodara represents cleanliness and hygiene, open and green spaces
as against Bhubaneshwar, which is a site of chaos, noise and

Making the Invisible Visible

85

dangerous for people prone to “stomach upsets” (TAWND 1). The
exclamation mark in the title of the story is an ironic dig at the middle
class people of Vadodara who are perceived as deeply suspicious of
difference. Mr. Soren is advised by Mr. Rao, a Telugu and an outsider
in the city, to keep quiet about his tribal origins and to present himself
as a government official transferred from Bhubaneshwar (not
Jharkhand) so as to clear “the air quicker” (TAWND 7). Christians and
Muslims stay in separate bastis in this city that worships cleanliness.
This focus on purity turns to an exercise in purging as the story is set
in 2000, when the Godhra massacre was followed by wide-scale riots
in Gujarat. Food becomes a metaphor for identity and intolerance for
the “other” in this tale, as in a comic description of “disposing the
eggshells” secretly which becomes a matter of walking on eggshells
around people’s sensibilities. It is no surprise that the Santhal family
feel “at home” in Ranchi because as Panmuni Jhi puts it: “No one
minds what we eat here.” The story also celebrates the ingeniousness,
resourcefulness and spontaneous courage of the women of this colony
who, against all odds, stand up to the rioters by showering them with
kitchen utensils, “sticks, brooms, packets of juice and butter and
bottles of oil and ketchup” (TAWND 24) in order to protect a Muslim
family in the neighbourhood.
What makes Shekhar’s stories so engaging is the interweaving and
intersections of multiple factors: religion, caste, class, ethnicity,
language and gender that define the Santhal experience and also throw
light on the complexity of being an Indian negotiating identities in the
twenty-first century. In “Getting Even” the narrator is a doctor asked to
examine a ten year old boy accused of raping a four year old girl, in
order to check him for the development of secondary sexual
characteristics so as to establish the authenticity of the charge levelled
against the little boy. The narrator’s gentle questioning of the boy
reveals as much as the clinical examination does: the rape charge is
fabricated as revenge by a group of Santhal Christians against the
boy’s mother, a Santhal Christian who marries into a Hindu Thakur
(barber) family. The group is also involved in trafficking of Santhal
girls. The group who themselves sell girls to cities come up with a rape
charge to frame a little boy who is caught in the web of caste, religious
and criminal intrigue. Nor is this a straightforward tale of one victim
and one perpetrator. The boy is guilty of touching the girl inappropriately but the narrator can see that his behaviour is prompted by social
rifts along lines of caste and religious differences. The children are
victims of a social order where parents try to “get even” with each
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other by selling girls and implicating boys on “false charges” (TAWND
57). As a doctor holding a government job, the narrator expresses his
helplessness in actively intervening in this case, pleading “good sense”
or self-preservation which in turn further reiterates the fragility of
justice in a society where caste and religious sensibilities direct the
course of legal enquiry.
The story “The Adivasi Will Not Dance,” after which the collection is
named, is written from the perspective of an indigenous narrator who
speaks in an impassioned voice about the loss of land and the loss of
identity that threatens his people. The land is coveted by the coal
merchants and the stone merchants who are out “to grab as much
land as is possible, dig as many mines as possible” and the narrator
wonders: “Is this scenario so difficult to understand that the media
does not get it?” (TAWND 171-172). The narrator of this story feels
completely abandoned by the nation and feels that even the religious
identity of his people who follow the Sarna faith is under threat from
Christians, Muslims and Hindus alike: “We are becoming people from
nowhere” (TAWND 173).
Adivasis in the mainland, as has been pointed out by Ramachandra
Guha, live amidst India’s best forests and on top of its richest mineral
wealth. The agrarian economy has been replaced by commercial
forestry, dams and mines all of which have displaced them in more
ways than one in the name of development and sometimes in the
name of conservation. To the question of how many Adivasis have lost
their homes and lands as a result of conscious state policy, Guha’s
reply is that “the answer is too many.” That is why perhaps in the story
“The Adivasi Will Not Dance” the writer abandons the stance of
detachment and irony and gives us a narrative voice full of passion,
anger and bewilderment, a voice that is not allowed to continue its tale
and is interrupted mid-narrative at the end of the story. The narrator
who is an old musician Mangal Murmu is arrested as he attempts to
address the President. He protests against the setting up of a thermal
power plant that requires people from eleven villages to be evicted. The
story was probably inspired by a report published in The Hindu on 1
May 2013, of 50 tribal farmers, including six women, being detained
by the police in the Sundarpahari police station at Godda. Those
farmers, also from eleven villages, were protesting before the President
of India against the land acquisition for setting up of a thermal power
plant by JSPL. In Hansda’s story, in a master stroke of irony, the
narrator is expected to sing and dance to celebrate the laying of the
foundation stone of the very plant that threatens to displace him. His
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speech is a stringent criticism of the way the Santhals identity is
constructed in the wider public discourse: “We are like toys –
someone presses our “ON” button, or turns a key in our backsides and
we Santhals start beating rhythms on our tamak and tumdak, or start
blowing our tiriyo while someone snatches away our very dancing
grounds” (TAWND 170).
The thermal power plant is unlikely to benefit any of the thousands of
people it would displace in order to provide electricity to factories and
cities, observes the narrator. The critique of state policy is validated by
a heart wrenching description of poverty that afflicts the Santhal
villages. In a graphic portrayal of the blackness that paints everything
along the “koyla road” – the trees and shrubs, the black leaves, the
tiles on the roofs: “The vines and flowers and peacocks we Santhals
draw on the outer walls of our houses are black. Our children – dark
skinned as they are – are forever covered with fine black dust. When
they cry, and tears stream down their faces it seems as if a river is
cutting across a drought-stricken land. Only our eyes burn red, like
embers” (TAWND 174-175).
It is a chilling picture of the coal mine induced heart of darkness to rival
Conrad’s tale of colonial exploitation and William Blake’s critique of
industrial revolution and its impact on children in his poem “The
Chimney Sweeper.”
The reader can see why the Adivasi left with “nowhere to go” (187)
will not dance as he is expected to. The act of rebellion is silenced in
the text as the narrator is presumably dragged away but the resistance
has been voiced in the story.
In the other stories the narrative voice is that of an observer who can
speak from within as well as without. This is not the voice of reportage
but a voice that is deeply culturally embedded and can slip in and out
of the characters’ lives with ease, at times disingenuous and at times
intervening with an ironic comment.
One of the recurring themes in his fiction is that of a woman selling her
body and more often than not these women characters are located at
the margins as the migrant labourer Talamai is in the story “November
is the Month of Migrations.” Like most of the village girls in Shekhar’s
fiction she is a school dropout, “despite the promises of education the
missionaries made” (40). The girl is solicited at the railway station,
quite ironically, by a jawan of the Railway Protection force who offers
her food in exchange for “some work.” The reader’s expectations are
overturned because Talamai receives the offer not because she is
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ignorant of the nature of the work expected of her but because it is so
common for “Santhal women to do this work for food and money at
the railway station” and for “truck drivers.” The writer describes this
mobile territory of street prostitution in a matter-of-fact tone without
passing any judgement or observation, which makes the ubiquity of it
more striking. The description of the sex act is deliberately devoid of
any emotions and it is mentioned clinically as “work that does not take
much time.” As he continues to hurt her, Talamai keeps quiet as “she
knows the routine. She has to do nothing, only spread her legs and
keep quiet” (TAWND 41). She is described as “still as an inert earthern
bowl into which a dark cloud empties itself” (TAWND 41).
The powerful image links the Santhal woman with the land she
inhabits: both passive recipients of exploitation. The girl’s acceptance
of two cold bread pakoras and a paltry sum of fifty rupees drives home
the extent of the poverty that afflicts her community. Though her
acceptance of her fee and fate is unquestioning the reader is left deeply
disturbed by the narration. The hypocrisy of “Diku” males (Diku is
roughly translated as a class of oppressors, usually outsiders, as for
example landlords in the past) is evident in the policeman’s comments
during coitus when he exclaims with an expletive: “you Santhal women
are made for this only” (41). A socially generated practice is
legitimized by branding a whole community as good for one use only
and thus perpetuating a stereotype giving a glimpse into a moment of
ideology formation. The story works because without saying a word to
defend Talamai, the writer uses irony effectively to expose the double
standards of society. The act of oppression is shown in the moment of
its scripting on the Santhal woman’s body. In another story “Eating
with the Enemy” Mohini, a Gaund woman (milkman caste), marries a
Ghasi Harijan even though he is already married in order to save
herself from “belonging to many men” (65). After her husband’s death
she remarries a goon who is a sex addict and abusive only for “food, a
clean toilet, cold air from an air conditioner” in “return for on-demand
sex” (72). This marital relationship does not seem very different from
the stories of other women selling themselves for sex. The goon Babu
then attempts to rape Mohini’s teenage stepdaughter and yet manages
to charm both Mohini and Sulochana , the teenager’s greedy mother,
at the end of the story.
The unequal sexual exchanges in these stories are not always
impacted just by national policies; they are equally a product of sexual
inequality and social assumptions that cut across caste lines. “Merely
a Whore” is one such story that features a prostitute as a heroine. It
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begins as a narrative describing prostitution as a by-product of the
arrival of mining and the erosion of a feudal agrarian economy. It was
not as if there were no dancing girls before: “What Jharna and other
dancing girls like her would have to do with just one man, they were
forced to do with many men several times a day once the mines began
their operations” (TAWND 147).
The colony of “outcasts” becomes a “buzzing red-light district” and
the women too are described as eating “out of their sweat and labour”
like the men who labour in the soot of the mines. In a description
meant to shock the reader out of indifference, Shekhar describes the
women as eating out of their sweat and labour, “only it is mixed with
the semen and sweat of men” (144). If the men “dig and explore”
within the belly of the earth, mining has brought women “their own
abysses – eight feet by eight feet rooms” (144). In spite of the gloomy
circumstances the protagonist Sona is described as a “dream,”
“everyone else was merely a whore.” Shekhar claims in an interview
quoted by a reviewer in The Hindu that this was a challenging story to
write because he wanted to give “agency” to Sona the prostitute. Sona
learnt the “art of making men happy” (TAWND 145) and is depicted as
popular and happy, even taking pride in her work (ethic).
At the end of the story when she is brutally raped by her lover and
client Nirmal, she is reminded that she is after all “merely a whore.”
Nirmal betrays and abandons her because she asks for a kiss as a
sign of intimacy, because she dares to dream of love and reciprocity.
The conclusion makes the reader feel sorry for the two prostitutes that
Nirmal subjects to (sexual) violence. They are subalterns in the
Gramscian sense of the word and located perhaps at the margins of
the margin. Sona attempts to take charge of her destiny and assert her
emotional needs but is cruelly reminded of what a client can do to a
prostitute even if they have shared emotional intimacy, simply because
he can. The only sympathy she gets is from fellow sex-workers, the
society on the whole is deaf to the pain and exploitation of prostitutes.
A passive Sona attending to the needs of Nirmal’s friend is reduced to
an object. And yet the story manages to create a subject position for
her.
Then there are stories that speak of belief in witchcraft and spirits
which are again told with an insider’s perspective. Shekhar’s is a
voice that is deeply culturally embedded. Though he writes in English,
he effectively captures the nuances of Santhal experiences of
characters spanning a rich spectrum of different caste, religious and
gender identities. His women characters are drawn with great
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sensitivity. Though an attempt to negotiate Adivasi identities in
contemporary India is a project fraught with problems, Shekhar ’s book
is a bold step in this direction. In his books the personal is political and
expressed with literary vigour and passion.
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CHARLES DICKENS’ HARD TIMES AND
CONTEMPORARY INDIA
Shiv Kant Mishra
Undesirable gases, particulate metals, carbon dioxide from fuel
combustion, smog, fallout and many more such types of substances
have been causing imbalance in our environment. These substances
pollute the entire atmosphere and this polluted atmosphere causes
many harmful effects on human beings and on our ecological system.
The harmful effects are the source of several diseases in living beings.
This effect creates numerous changes in nature in the form of Global
Warming, melting of glaciers, floods, rains, droughts, shifting of
seasons, unpredictable weather etc. They are sure signs of disaster.
Similarly, the unjustified distribution of money, wealth, land, positions,
jobs, resources (both natural and man-made) in any institution, or in
any society, in any sphere in society causes serious imbalance in our
social, political and economic systems. This imbalance may be called
corruption. The practice of such acts makes the system corrupt and
the corrupt system becomes the mockery of any nation; and no nation
can claim to be great with these corrupt practices. It is interesting to
see how Dickens’ writings, though focusing on the England of his time,
reveal the true picture of such corrupt practices in contemporary Indian
society.
Charles Dickens, the greatest English novelist, has portrayed the
exquisite sense of the Victorian era as William Shakespeare portrayed
the Renaissance England of the Elizabethan era. Dickens’ Hard Times,
like other novels, is very much relevant in today’s India as it was in
England in the 19th century. Hard Times is significant because it
depicts not only the real picture of the majority of people in England but
is also reflective of today’s India. It exposes the impact of industrialization on Indian life and culture. Dickens made his grim satire on
inhumanity, commercialism and industrialism. In Hard Times, he
attacked underlying concepts. India’s major cities like Delhi, Mumbai,
Kolkata, Patna, Ghaziabad, Kanpur, Agra, and Ahmedabad greatly
resemble Coketown in Hard Times. They are muddled, polluted and
exhausted where people are unable to get even fresh air properly. In
Chapter V of book one Dickens pictures Coketown thus:
It was a town of red brick or of brick that would have been
red if the smoke and ashes had allowed it; but as matters
stood it were a town of unnatural red and black like the
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painted face of a savage. It was a town of machinery and tall
chimney, out of which interminable serpents of smoke trailed
themselves for ever and ever, and never got uncoiled. It had a
black canal in it, and a river that ran purple with ill-smelling
dye, and vast piles of building full of windows where there
was a rattling and a trembling all day long, and where the
piston of steam engine worked monotonously up and down
like the head of an elephant in a state of melancholy madness
(HT 19).

Dickens uses the simile “like the painted face of a savage,” reflecting
that the city Coketown has a brutal, uncompromising and fearful face.
He warns that the city like Coketown is not a place where a human
race can survive properly. It is a place where there is no peace, no
pleasure, no beauty, no nature and no hope. It is all bleak and barren. It
encourages only dull atmosphere, monotonous life, ceaseless work
and endless labour. This description of Coketown is the perfect
example of major cities of India that present a sordid picture of
mechanization of human soul and dehumanization of the moral values.
The big cities of India are dull, dirty and are very much crowded with
men and machines. People have to live in foggy, sleazy, gloomy,
depressing and exhausting environment. Industrialization has engulfed
not only the physical space of cities but has also invaded the harsh
mind and very soul of the people having firm faith in Mr. Gradgrind’s
theory of facts which means two and two are four; and only four
neither less nor more. The people who do not follow this theory in their
life are ignored by the utilitarian. These people are made to suffer hard
like Sissy Jupe, Louisa, Thomas and others in the novel. The world of
hard facts unfolds the people hankering after money and material
things like gold.
Hard Time depicts and exposes the conflict between fact and fancy;
and hard fact is the biggest component of Mr. Gradgrind’s philosophy
of Education. This philosophy can clearly be seen in the Education
system of India. In India, Education is now a business and teachers are
mere employees. Teachers like Mr. M’ Choakumchild and the school
owners like Mr. Gradgrind are the most suitable persons because they
maintain and continue this system of facts. In most of the educational
institutes, the students are called by their roll numbers not by their
names because they are only Numbers. In Hard Times Mr. Gradgrind
calls Sissy Jupe by a number: “Girl number Twenty” said Mr.
Gradgrind. His philosophy of facts is so strong that he does not
consider her a living being. She is merely a number for him. He further
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describes her as, “Girl number twenty possessed no facts, in reference
to one of the commonest of animals!” (HT 3)
A poor and innocent girl student is treated as a lifeless object, not as a
living being. She fails to match his philosophy, to describe a horse in a
factual or mathematical manner. Gradgrind is so obstinate in his theory
that he does not like to call her by her name ‘Sissy’. According to his
theory, Sissy is not a proper name so he tells the girl that even her
father has no business to call her Sissy and that he should call her by
her name ‘Cecilia’. He is no less harsh to his own children. He is rough
and sordid to his own children. He forced both his daughter and son to
follow his absurd theory of facts blindly. The following conversation
between father and daughter would move anyone’s heart:
“You! Thomas and you, to whom the circle of science is
open; Thomas and you who may be said to be replete with
facts; Thomas and you, who have been trained in
mathematical exactness; Thomas and you, here!” cried Mr.
Gradgrind. “In this degraded position! I am amazed.”
“I was tired, father. I have been tired a long time,” said
Louisa.
“Tired? Of what?” asked the astonished father.
“I don’t know of what – of everything, I think” (HT 11).
This conversation is enough to show how the children are forced to
fulfill the unjustified desire of their parents. Parents in India are also
very much concerned that their children should follow the career of
their parents’ desire and choice. They force them to opt for the career
which provides money, comforts and luxuries. Most of the parents in
India too are very much money oriented. They are very much
concerned about their own career. For the sake of excess of money,
they neglect their own children. They don’t have time to share the
feelings of their children. They keep them in a crèche, infant school,
day-boarding and boarding school at a very tender age. The children
are given physical comforts, electronic gadgets, costly gifts but not
emotional and mental support. They are brought up and looked after by
the servants. This increases the cases of child abuse, suicidal
tendency and aggressiveness in the children.
Now-a-days a dominating concern of profit and profit alone is
considered in the Indian Education system. The children of the rich,
Government officials, political leaders and higher-ups do not study in
government schools. They study in the so-called higher standard

94

Re-Markings

private schools. The standard of a school is measured in terms of fee
structure, infrastructure, pomp and show, and amenities. In reality the
standard means the big amount of fee they pay. The students are the
customers for these schools and the schools are facilitators for them.
The owners of these schools and colleges are called the educationists
or educational industrialists. The higher the fee students pay, the
higher the standard of the school. The more formal and factual the
teachers, the more popular the school. In these Educational Institutions
the students are taught on mathematical model. The main focus is laid
on the factual subjects of Science, Technology and Commerce. Art,
literature, music, painting etc. are imaginative, chimerical and
unrealistic. These are subsidiary subjects; in fact they are less
profitable. Government and government-aided schools are made for
the commoners, farmers, workers and the lower middle-class people.
They cannot pay huge fee of public schools. The mockery of the
present education system is that the lawmakers, bureaucrats,
managers and other people engaged in this trade are very practical and
utilitarian. They have an insatiable thirst for comforts and luxuries. As a
result, they get themselves involved in all sorts of unscrupulous
activities, tricks and stratagems. They are weakening and destroying
the real spirit of education. Moral and spiritual values are given lesser
importance which, in fact, ought to be of more value than any material
things.
We can see how the pursuit of profit is the most important thing in the
present Indian Education system. Approximately seventy to eighty
percent of schools, colleges, universities, research institutes,
government hospitals are either without teachers, professors and
doctors or are run by the contract teachers, professors and doctors.
Indian education and health services are completely dependent on
contractors and private profiteers.
It is true that many researches have been made on Dickens’ writings
so far. The present paper reflects how his imaginative outlook is very
much relevant to the true picture of education system and working
class people in today’s India. It is a symbolic novel so it is difficult to
understand the true meaning of ‘hard times’ unless a person himself
would have undergone a hard time in his/her own life. In fact, Dickens
himself had a hard time in his life. His father was sent to prison for not
paying debts in February 1824, the month of Dickens’ twelfth birthday.
Though he was bright, sensitive, eager to learn, fond of books,
circumstances forced him to quit his studies at the tender age of
twelve. He devoted himself to his books in a corner; but he had to work
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in a shoe-polish factory called “Warren’s Blacking House” for his
bread. It was a very harrowing and hard time for him because he had
to struggle in a swollen materialistic society where facts and facts
alone were considered important. At the age of twelve, he was alone
and helpless, and had to earn his bread to survive in the society of
facts. The other fact is that the officials, the government organizations
and a particular section of society who could help were careless,
corrupt and selfish. He faced humiliation and pangs of poverty. He
experienced a tough time called a “Hard Time.”
One can see reflections of Dickens’ Hard Times in contemporary India.
In India, people who are uneducated, helpless, and not very much
aware of the world of utilitarians of Grandgrind’s conception, have to
carry dead body of their family members on their shoulders for many
miles in absence of Government’s Ambulance services or due to lack
of money to pay the charges of Ambulance. Poor farmers are
committing suicide, people are running from pillar to post to get their
work done by any wrong means, unemployed boys and girls are
loitering here and there to get a job; but the lawmakers, bureaucrats
and government officers are busy collecting facts and figures to justify
their actions. In India, the majority of people are living a very hard life,
they have hard times like the smoke of the tall chimney which trailed
for ever and ever and never got uncoiled in Dickens’ novel.
Many facts and data are given to show that India is progressing and
economy of India is rising very fast which means the life of the Indian
people is improving and that, henceforth, the people of India will lead a
very comfortable life. This progress of India means that the number of
millionaires and billionaires is increasing day-by-day and year-by-year.
But, in truth, the bond between the rich and the poor is weakening and
the gap between them is widening. This bond and the gap are not
analyzed because that is not fact; that is merely a figment of
imagination and fancy. The present world of practical life is suitable if
only facts and data are considered. Hard Times continue to remain
hard times though shout we may as much as we like and can.
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ETHNOCENTRICITY IN THE NOVELS OF
ROHINTON MISTRY
Megha Khandelwal
Rohinton Mistry’s fictional world is bound with the exceptional caption
of Ethnocentricity. The whole Parsi community passionately celebrates
this exception which is like an icing on the cake. This is actually the
cause which makes Rohinton Mistry an excellent author. He is
considered as the “ethnic atrophy” and the most sincere Parsi writer
who painted the crystal clear scenario of Parsi superiority. Superiority
is the word which is quite trendy among the Parsis. Though they were
eliminated from their homeland, Persia, and were also persecuted for
religious conversion, yet they somehow originated the way for
compensating their virtuous glory. Till today they are constantly
endeavoring to keep alive their dying religion. Parsis are the followers
of Zoroastrianism which is an ancient monotheistic religion founded by
the Persian prophet Zoroaster or Zarathustra. It announces the
complete dedication for the eternal wise God, Ahura Mazda. This
religion acquires a unique kind of life style; that’s why the Parsis are
classified as the unique earthlings.
The word Ethnocentricity asserts that it is actually “relating to or
holding the belief that one’s own culture, tradition or racial group is
superior to all others” (Chambers Dictionary). This definition is quite
applicable to the Parsis.
This paper seeks to focus on every superior habitude of the Parsis
varnished by Mistry in his fictions. Moving from one panel to another,
this paper will knit all the traits with a valid reason. Parsis are following
their culture from their forefather’s generations. After migrating from
their homeland, there are some changes which took place in their
rituals due to the lack of facilities, but still the place for rituals and
cultural traits are duly respectable.
This community celebrates several rituals and festivals. Their
ceremonies can be divided into Seasonal festivals, Monthly festivals
and Annual festivals. All such festivals take place individually
accordingly to the Zoroastrian calendar. Other than these, festivals like
the Behram Roje and one of the famous rituals the Navjote ceremony
also comes under the Parsis’ ethnic pride. It has been mentioned in
histories of the Parsis that all the respected ceremonies must be
performed after sunset. So, all the occasions including marriage
happen in evening after sunset.

Novels of Rohinton Mistry

97

Mistry has very well quoted the importance of Navjote ceremony and
Behram Roje in his fictions. We can understand that there is special
preference of Navjote ceremony for the Parsis. Bapsi Sidhwa, a Parsi
writer quotes: “Freedom of choice is a cardinal doctrine in the teaching
of Zarathustra. A child born of Zoroastrian parents is not considered
Zoroastrian until he has chosen the faith at the Navjote ceremony.
Zarathustra in his Gathas says: “Give ear to the Great Truths. Look
within with enlightened mind (lit: flaming mind) at the faith of your own
selection, man by man, each one for himself’” (The Crow Eaters 124).
Generally a child born in a Parsi family is not considered as true Parsi
Zoroastrian if he has not undergone Navjote ceremony. This ceremony
initiates a child into true Zoroastrian religion. In Family Matters, we
meet with Yezad who is known as the modern Parsi but for him the
Khordad Sal and Navjote are mandatory occasions which are to be
followed. In fact he himself remembers his own Navjote and says:
“The prayers cap his mother had brought for his Navjote ceremony had
been this very shade of maroon. He was seven then – and how proud
the family was that he had mastered the prayers already. Others had to
wait till nine or eleven” (FM 339). The ethnic pride of Parsis prevailed
under several points like marriage, death, food, prayers and behavior.
Parsis are declining day by day. Marriage is considered as the most
important pious method for producing new Parsi Zoroastrians. This
ceremony starts with an auspicious new moon day named as
Hormazd, the first day of the Parsi month that counts as the best day
for wedding ceremony. The first day is known as mândav-saro, when a
twig of a tree or a mango-tree is planted near the door of a couple’s
house. It is a symbolic act related to the fertility within the newly
wedded couple. The marriage ceremony usually occurs in the evening
as per the oaths taken by Parsis. Both bride and bridegroom are
prioritized for baths in terms of supreme purification which is called
nân. The marriage act is performed in front of an assembly. Actually
the Parsi Marriage and Divorce Act is completed in the presence of
two witnesses as well as the true Zoroastrian priest.
Mistry highlights several causes of declining Parsi community. Late
marriages, individualism and modernization are 70 percent responsible
for low birthrate among Parsis. The lines of Inspector can be quoted as
evidence: “Our Parsi boys and girls don’t want to get married unless
they have their own flat. Which is next to impossible in Bombay, right?
They don’t want to sleep under the same roof as their mummy and
daddy … Our little lords and ladies want soundproofing and privacy.
These Western ideas are harmful” (FM 413).
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The elements of ethnocentricity can be found in Mistry’s Tales from
Firozsha Baag, the collection of short-stories which shows the typical
world of Parsiness. In the first story, “Auspicious Occasion,” we meet
with a couple Mehroo and Rustomji who are about to celebrate the
occasion of Behram Roje. Mehroo, a pious young lady, is busy in her
preparations. “She tries to remain calm on this morning which was to
be culminated in prayers at the fire-temple; nothing would mar the
perfection of Behram roje…” (04). In this reference Mistry has showed
the narrow-mindness of Parsis who are rigid in following their
principles. They are over protective about intermixing of their true
Zoroastrian blood with any other community. They give more
importance to a Parsi alliance even if it is a mis-match. This prohibition
can be traced from Mistry’s Family Matters. In the novel, Nariman was
forced to marry a widow Yasmin, a Parsi girl but was not able to forget
his beloved Lucy, a non-Parsi girl till death. His heart lurks for Lucy.
Nariman is harshly rebuked by his parents. He becomes the victim of
depression due to tough restrictions of community. For them “she was
unsuitable for his son because she was not a Zoroastrian, case
closed” (FM 132). People with mixed marriages are considered as
outcasts in the community.
Parsis are the great allies of purity in every sphere of their living. They
are spiritual people; for them white is known as the color of soul which
is fully eternal. They love white garments such as Dugli, Kusti or Koshti
and Sudra. Dugli is the white robe attire worn by a Parsi male on his
wedding where as Sudra is known as the one whole piece of white
cotton shirt which is to be put next to the skin. While Kusti is made up
of best 72 woolly threads which girded roundly on the waist of Sudra.
This Kusti and Sudra are considered the most important garment
which is related to the purity of heart and signifies the life according to
the conscience and consciousness. The wedding attire of the Parsis is
also white in colour known as the Jâmâ-pichhoir which is gender
neutral.
For Parsis, prayers are also known as the best means of purification.
Their morning, noon, mid-noon, evening and night usually starts with
the reciting of the holy Avestan prayers. Over all they revise them five
times in a day. In Such A Long Journey, we meet with the true
Zoroastrian, Gustad Noble who symbolizes the ideal morning of every
Parsi. Mistry has shown the crystal clear picture of this ideal state
through his words. He asserts: “The first light of morning barely
illuminated the sky as Gustad Noble faced eastward to offer his orisons
to Ahura Mazda. The hour was approaching six, and up in the
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compound’s solitary tree the sparrows began to call. Gustad listened
to their chirping every morning while reciting his kusti prayers” (SALJ
1).
Truth acquires prime importance for Zoroastrians. They have special
prayer of Ashem Vohu which is strictly focusing on the preservation of
Truth. These prayers are very dignified because they emphasize the
loyal devotion for Ahura-Mazda, the supreme God. Parsis also
emphasize on pure living. The superior feeling of purity can also be
seen in A Fine Balance through the character Dina, a widow, who lives
in her husband’s rented house with her nephew Maneck. She was
forced to adjust with two Hindu/Muslim tailors i.e. Ishwar and Om. No
doubt, she was accommodating other caste tailors in her house but
somewhere she was having the feeling of opposition for them. She
wants to keep Maneck, her nephew, a Parsi boy away from their
company. When Maneck tries to become close to those tailors, Dina
tells him that there is a major difference of community and
background between them which they cannot ignore. Due to fate Dina
was forced to compromise with her purity and to live with other
communities’ tailors but with that still she created her own pure
surroundings. She is choosy with utensils and cups. She pigeonholes
the glasses. When she serves them tea, she uses the pink ones for the
tailors and the red one for herself.
Family Matters is also not spared of this complexity. Mistry shows
several instances of maintaining purity by his characters. Likewise, we
have Roxana, biological daughter of Nariman. When she collects old
notes, she finds with feeling of numbers of a person who touched it.
She asserts “how hygienic were their hands, did they wash twice with
soap after going to toilet?” (FM 237).
The sweepers, roadside beggars, and other people are kept away from
their intimate space. Due to this superior pure behavior and hygienic
phobia, Parsis remain separate from others. Purity is something
followed to an extreme. The purity of words, attire, food, thoughts have
special preference in their lifestyle. Along with that purity of water,
land, air and fire and the karmas have some special encoded terms i.e.
Humata, Hukatha and Huvarstha, which suggest Good Deeds, Good
Words and Good Thoughts. These concepts are fundamental principles
as prescribed in Zarathustra’s preaching which must be followed by
every Zoroastrian. According to Zoroastrian belief: “One must undergo
careful and very complex purification rites if he/she has come into
contact in some way with a dead body or something impure …” (Modi
137).
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Death is considered as the most impurity based event for the Parsis.
They treat dead bodies in a specific method which is highly
ethnocentric trait of this community: “Zoroaster asks his followers to
take great care in keeping the body and the natural elements pure from
defilement, especially though dead matter. This explains the function of
the ‘Tower of Silence’ (Dakhmas), upon which the deceased
Zoroastrians are thrown to the vultures because earth, fire or water …
would be defiled by them” (Kulke 19).
Another striking thing is the Parsis’ way of keeping dead bodies. In
Such A long Journey, the funeral rites of Dinshawji are well designed
by Mistry. Hindus prefer burning and Muslims bury the corpse but
Parsis feel that the method of burning and corpse burial is like polluting
mother earth. So they prefer to leave the dead body in 'Tower of
Silence’ so that vultures may eat the body and satisfy their hunger.
Mistry also highlights the rigid situation of Parsis who do not allow
non-Parsis to enter their dead collecting place named as ‘Tower of
Silence,’ the vacant circular raised structure where dead bodies are left
for carrion birds and vultures. Rather than allow “to be burned to ashes
like the Hindus … Or be chewed by worms like the English men …
they prefer to be eaten by vultures” (Kanga 73).
According to Zoroastrian beliefs, “no ceremony can take place without
fire being present. Fire is the symbol of Ahura Mazda, the light and the
truth” (Kulke 20). Parsis love the smell of sandalwood and loban which
is burned on religious occasions. In Family Matters, Roxana gets
delighted with its fragrance so much that she burns the fire daily in her
house. Similarly in Tales from Firozsha Baag, Mehroo too loves the
smell of her sari which she used to wear for visiting the Fire Temple.
Purity of Fire is highly recommended for them as they do not
extinguish fire. They consider it as the presence of God and
sacredness. In fact the priest too covers his head, nose and mouth
with protective cloth of mulmul to protect fire from being polluted by
human breath and respiration. The role of candles and fire is
considered as an important symbol of sacredness in the marriage
ceremony too as these are the treasure of their beloved Zarathustra
and supreme god.
Another thing which creates the sense of superiority is that they prefer
balanced, ethical and harmonious lives. They are fully loyal towards
their religion, people and surroundings. Parsis make their surroundings
spiritually peaceful and energetic. They are dedicated to their principles
and teachings and practice them all their life. Each day for them is like
a celebration with or without purpose. It is the most recited phrase for
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Parsis as they have great sense of brotherhood, liberty and fraternity in
them. They help people who are in need but always create their own
separate intimate place. To quote: “Zoroastrianism does not believe in
any division of Casteism and inequality. Equality dwells in each and
every heart of the Parsis. They believe in oneness of God. They believe
in charity” (Pestonji 31). Though Zoroastrians don’t worship any idol,
they profess full faith in spiritual life style. They follow the moral path of
brotherhood and unity. They worship one God and follow teachings of
one prophet. Their lifestyle is highly praiseworthy. Yet, they are not
intolerant toward other religions and faiths. Gustad in Mistry’s Such a
Long Journey confesses what he learned about the church: “how it
had a tradition of welcoming Parses, Muslims, Hindus, regardless of
caste and creed. Mother Mary helped every one, she made no religious
distinctions … like divine interventions. Maybe Dada Ormuzd is telling
me something” (SALJ 222).
Thus, Mistry has fulfilled M. G. Vassanji’s concept of the essential role
of “the writer as a preserver of the collective tradition, a folk-historian
and myth-maker” (63). He has shown the different aspects of Parsi life
in his writings. Being minor in number, they have a strong sense of
maintaining their identity. They don’t want to change their ethnic
practices and rites related to birth and burial as a means to connect
themselves with a rich and glorious past. Mistry has thrown light on
various aspects of Parsi life, their ways of life, their faith and values.
Though Parsis are trying to safeguard their ethnicity, at the same time
they are assimilating themselves in Indian society. In India, Parsis are
considered as the ethno-religious minority. They have a great potential,
a unique willingness to comprehend and adjust to the changing
realities. The value system of the Parsis is based upon endless faith on
their religion.
WORKS CITED
Bharucha, Nilufer E. Rohinton Mistry: Ethnic Enclosures and Transcultural Spaces. Jaipur and Delhi: Rawat Publication, 2003. Print.
Kanga, M.F. “The Conception of an Ideal Priest.” Iran Society Silver
Jubilee Souvenir Vol. No.1, 1944-1969. Calcutta: Iran Society, Nov.
1970. Print.
Kulke, E. History of Parses: The Minority as Agent of Social Change.
Delhi: Vikas, 1978. Print.
Mistry, Rohinton. A Fine Balance. London: Faber and Faber, 1996.
(Referred as AFB). Print.

102

Re-Markings

------. Family Matters. London: Faber and Faber, 2002. (Referred as
FM). Print.
------. Such a Long Journey. London: Faber and Faber, 1991. (Referred
as SLJ). Print.
------. Tales from Firozsha Baag. London: Faber and Faber, 1992.
(Referred as TFFB).
Modi, J. J. Religious Ceremonies and Customs of the Parsees.
Bombay: British India Press, 1987.
Pestonji, Meher. Mixed Marriages and other Parses stories. New Delhi:
Harper Collins India, 1999. Print.
Robinson, Mairi, George Davidson Eds. Chambers 21st century
Dictionary. New Delhi: Allied Chambers, 2000. Print.
Sidhwa, Bapsi. The Crow Eaters. New Delhi: Penguin, 1990. Print.
Vassanji, M.G. “The Postcolonial Writer: Myth Maker and Folk
Historian.” A Meeting of Streams: South Asian Canadian Literature. Ed.
M.G. Vassanji. Toronto: TSAR Publication, 1985. 63-68. Print.
•

Megha Khandelwal is Research Scholar in the Department
of English at G.L.A. University, Mathura.

❖

Poetry
MYRIAD MOODS
Baul Shah Abdul Karim
Translated from the Bengali by
Amitendu Bhattacharya

GLITTERS SPLENDIDLY THIS
PEACOCK-SHAPED BOAT
What craftsman has made this boat
So astonishing it looks
Glitters splendidly this peacock-shaped boat
The sun and the moon fitted to its top
Using a telescope the boatman rows
Glitters splendidly this peacock-shaped boat
O what craftsman has made this boat
So many boats of various colours ply on earth
Singing colourful Sari songs they navigate the rivers
Glitters splendidly this peacock-shaped boat
O what craftsman has made this boat
Sings Jari songs, plies boat, and claps his hands
Boatman, your doppelganger is so wicked:
Drowns so many boats
Glitters splendidly this peacock-shaped boat
O what craftsman has made this boat
While sketching victory or loss who cares about whom
Boatman Madana, operate well the oars of faith
Glitters splendidly this peacock-shaped boat
O what craftsman has made this boat
Baul Abdul Karim says, it’s so hard to understand
Wherefrom come the boats and where do they go
Glitters splendidly this peacock-shaped boat
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TRAPPED INTO MARRIAGE
I was trapped into marriage
Without my knowledge
A normal man, I’ve gone mad
After bringing wife to the house
Knowing not what’s good what’s bad
To marry I sold my land
I’ve six daughters and five lads
The youngest one calls me ‘dad’
Life has become one of constant jostling
Starving, wrangling and hurrying
Previously I was wayward and obstinate
Now I’m mostly obedient
When I was alone, all was well
What need was there then to wed?
Was I possessed by some spirit
That I fell prey to others’ tricks?
Abdul Karim says, days past come to mind
Life was great when it was just the two of us
To the future I was blind.

I CAN’T ENDURE ANYMORE
Together we were once, you and I
Now I’m all alone
This earthly life and this torment
I can’t endure anymore, O Sarala!
The world anyway is a difficult place
None to hear misery or complaint
So shed tears in private
This earthly life and this torment
I can’t endure anymore, O Sarala!
With sorrow my life is made
Suffered miseries ever since birth
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Now I’m indigent
And there’s not much time left
This earthly life and this torment
I can’t endure anymore, O Sarala!
How much more can the tender heart take
How much longer must I roam in the wilderness
How many more days the eyes should eject rivulets
This earthly life and this torment
I can’t endure anymore, O Sarala!
You are gone somewhere far away
The life bird in me wants to fly away
The one I nurtured with bird feed throughout
This earthly life and this torment
I can’t endure anymore, O Sarala!
Says Karim, misfortune’s favourite
So many thoughts jostle in the head
Without you life’s game is interrupted
This earthly life and this torment
I can’t endure anymore, O Sarala!

WHERE’S ALL THE BRAVADO OF
OLDEN DAYS NOW GONE
Where’s all the bravado of olden days now gone?
While walking the feet don’t abide
Every passing day makes me go numb during strides
Where’s all the bravado of olden days now gone?
The hairs on the scalp are greying
The teeth have come loose at the jaws
The light in the eyes has diminished —
Think I should buy specs!—
The heart is not at ease in this pageantry
Sloth has entered the body
Often make mistakes while speaking
Become tongue-tied every once in a while
Where’s all the bravado of olden days now gone?
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Shrinking bit by bit
The guardian angels proclaim
My earthly life has been in vain—
Now I cling to that thought!—
Can’t eat like in the earlier times
Overeating sets off indigestion
Don’t speak like before
The jazz of colours is not sustained
Where’s all the bravado of olden days now gone?
Was better off in boyhood days
Adulthood’s got me stuck
Didn’t accord value to time—
That’s where I’m guilty!—
What had to happen has happened
Abdul Karim now wishes
A time should present itself
When I become a pure dervish
Where’s all the bravado of olden days now gone?
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REVENGE ON THE RAVISHER
(DRAUPADI’S VOW)
Divyajyoti Singh
Like venomous snakes
they sting me
my luscious hair.
And till they are washed
In the ravisher’s blood
I’ll tie them not.
Can I hold the hurricane
Or show the limits to the dark clouds
Gathered over the horizon?
A weak woman mere
How can I?
Like doom’s night they cover my body
And speak to me:
‘Truth is bitter;
Taste it;
Night is dark;
Be draped in it.’
Is their esteem Born in the insult to a woman?
Is their pride Nursed in a woman’s dishonour?
Is their religion Cradled in her shame?
Is their glory Bred in the ignominy of a woman?
Can I create another history
with the ink of this gloom?
End this era;
Close this story?
Why should I not spill the venom that I have drunk?
Why should I bind the scattered night?
They called themselves warriors.
In their presence
I sat holding my breath.
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Till the day
I was dragged in their midst by my hair
As the council of great men looked askance
And knights threw many a furtive glance
To see my hair undone.
Bind them?
Like snakes
full of venom
They sting me
My luscious hair
Washed in the ravisher’s blood I may tie them yet.
When I look back
I see Amba,
The fallen woman.
Abducted, returned and spurned
She burnt in the fire of her fury.
When I look forth
I see Shikhandi
The hermaphrodite
Sprung from Amba’s ashes
mocked by the male warriors
firmly avenging her wrongs.
I tie them not
Not that my memory of that day may fade
But to remind you that it happened
And it happened when you were around.
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A WORLD ASSEMBLY OF POETS:
IN THE COUNTRY WE CALL POETRY
Jonah Raskin
Geoffrey Chaucer was apparently the first English poet to be buried in
London’s Westminster Abbey. That was in 1400, before Guttenberg
and his invention of movable type and before Columbus and his initial
voyage across the Atlantic to a place he called America. Ever since
1400, dozens of poets have been buried there, some of them well
known—as least to poetry lovers—like Tennyson and Browning,
others hardly known as all—like Isaac Barrow and Adam Fox—even to
scholars of poetry.
Lord Byron died in 1824 but was not given a memorial until 1969. The
congregation of so many dead poets—and novelists and playwrights,
too—in one place prompted, at some unspecified date, the use of the
name “Poets’ Corner” to describe it.
For thousands of years, poets have occupied a strange place not only
in the pages of literature, but in the cultures and the societies they have
memorialized in verse. As poet laureates, they’re honored, but they’re
also treated as alien creatures that belong in a corner and not mixed in
with the likes of ordinary men and women. And sometimes, as in the
case of Chaucer, they’re buried in unmarked graves. Fascists executed
the internationally renowned poet Federico Garcia Lorca in 1936 in
Spain. His body has never been found.
In an essay at the start of A World Assembly of Poets, Professor Nibir
K. Ghosh wonders why Plato banished poets from his republic and
why also ancient Athens condemned Socrates to death. The reasons
are not as obscure as they may seem. Poets are inherently subversive,
as the work in this new volume amply demonstrates.
Poetry—real poetry and not drivel or doggerel—undermines power,
wealth and authority. Or if they don’t actually undermine kings,
presidents and dictators they aim to unsettle the world. And sometimes
as with T.S. Eliot in “The Waste Land,” they subvert language itself.
Indeed, poets pledge allegiance, if they pledge it at all, to poetry. Well
they might because poetry is always in danger and in need of
defending, though it’s much beloved by school boys and girls who can
recite from memory lines of their favorite verse.
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They also dream about growing up and becoming poets. But
somewhere along the line they decide, or are forced by circumstances,
to become bankers, tradesmen, doctors, lawyers, midwives and
teachers.
A great many of the poets included in A World Assembly of Poets are
or were employed by colleges and universities, as their brief,
fascinating biographies indicate. TIjan M. Sallah, the guest editor for A
World Assembly of Poets, taught at several American universities
before he went to work for the World Bank. The Ghanaian Poet, Kofi
Anyidoho, teaches at the University of Ghana. Arun Kamal is a
professor of English at Patna University in Patna, and David Ray was
until his retirement a professor at the University of Missouri.
English departments in Asia, Africa and the Americans often house
poet, though some poets such as the Brazilian Izacyl Gusmares
Ferreira have worked as cultural attaché for their country’s embassies.
As the California poet Ed Coletti likes to say, “there’s no money in
poetry.” He might have added that there’s poetry in money. (See, for
example, Allen Ginsberg’s poem “The Velocity of Money.”)
In his introductory essay, Sallah makes a valiant effort to define poetry
in terms of geography and nationality. “If American poetry is geared to
the individual and the particular, the poetry of Asia is dominated by
public and spiritual concerns,” he writes. But what is one to make of
the poetry of Meera Ekkanath Klein who was born in India and who has
spent most of her adult life in California? In “Melting Pot” she writes
that she is “Americanized on the outside/ with a south Indian core/
Indian as apple pie/ American as samosas.”
Or, again, what does one make of the poetry of Ariel Dorfman, who
was born in Chile, forced into exile after the coup that toppled the
government of Salvador Allende, and then for many years served as a
professor at Duke. Whether they have passports or not, poets are
exiles and émigrés who belong to the country of poetry. Poets defy
categories and labels.
Sallah is on firmer ground when he writes about individual poets and
not on poetry and nationality. “The poetry of the Chinese poet, Liu
Hongbin,” he writes, “gives us the sad nostalgia of the involuntary
émigré who wants to return but cannot because of inhospitable politics
at home.” Sallah also notes that Mao Tse Tung “scribbled
brainwashing ideological poetry.” But not all of Mao’s poetry is
propagandistic and ideological. In “Region of the Great Pines,” from
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1933, Mao wrote: “Red orange yellow green blue violet./ Who is
dancing in the sky—holding the colorful ribbon/ of the rainbow?” As a
dictator, Chairman Mao’s poetry declined in quality and quantity, but as
a kind of bandit and rebel he wrote memorable verse. In 1972, near the
end of the cultural revolution, Willis Barnstone, an American poet,
translated Mao’s work. The original Chinese sits side-by-side with the
English versions.
Most of the poems in A World Assembly of Poets could be described
as “subversive,” but they probably would not be called “experimental”
or “avant-garde.” On the page, they look box-like and boxed-in, though
that’s not true, for example, of Stephen Symons “The Smell of the Sea
(Or Losing My Country)” which takes liberties with its lines:
A salted tongue of
memory, licking cloud
from the moon.
Hakri R. Madhunuti plays with form in “Denied Substantial and
Fundamental Creation”
it is now in the
who
you love that may
determine that you
die
Only the word “God”—the very last word in the poem—is capitalized.
All the others are lower case.
This volume ends appropriately with a poem by Joanna Chen titled “By
the Time You Read This,” that goes, “By the time you read this/ it will
be late/and I will be far away…/Or perhaps/ you will be far away/ and I
will be here.”
The poems in A World Assembly of Poets are about separations and
associations. They’re about coming together and moving apart, the
linking of isolated experiences and the distance between lonely
individuals.
In person the poets represented here might not be as cordial as one
would them to be. Poets (at least in California, where I live) are
notoriously competitive, perhaps because there is so little, materially
speaking, to fight about. On the page, the poets cozy up to one
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another, enhance one another’s work and echo one another’s
sentiments.
If you read one anthology of poetry this year, make it A World
Assembly of Poets. I can almost guarantee that you won’t be sorry. I
can almost guarantee that you will be saddened, elated, provoked and
delighted.
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Jonah Raskin, a frequent contributor to Re-Markings, is on
the Advisory Board of the journal. This review by Jonah
Raskin originally appeared in www.huffingtonpost.com/
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Resentment
is
like
drinking
poison
and
then
hoping
it will
kill
your enemies.
- Nelson Mandela
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