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EDITORIAL 

Dreaming of a new dawn, I awoke with enthusiasm this Independence 
Day (15 August, 2017) and thought of the poem from Rabindranath 
Tagore’s Gitanjali that had left its lasting imprint on my mind ever since 
I first read it in school. The poem, “Where the Mind is Without Fear,” 
penned by the Nobel Laureate a little over a century ago and endowed 
with immense patriotic fervor, projects the vision of Mother India as a 
“Heaven of Freedom.” When I attempted to see the ideal of freedom in 
all its manifestations that Gurudev had envisaged for our nation in 
contrast with the ground reality of India today, I couldn’t resist the 
impulse to create a re-oriented version of the poem as given below:  

Where the Mind is … 
(with apology to Tagore) 

Where the mind is in perpetual fear and the  
Head can’t be held high 
Where knowledge is on proxy sale 
Where power-brokers have broken up the  
Nation into fragments by narrow domestic walls 
Where words come out from the depth of falsities and lies 
Where tireless striving stretches its arms  
Towards rampant corruption 
Where the muddled stream of reason has found its way 
Into the dreary desert sand of dead habit 
Where the mind is led forward by thee 
Into ever-widening thought of self-aggrandizement 
From such hell of fetters, my Father, let my country awake! 

My version of the poem sprang from deep agony and anguish for what 
we had made of our nation in a span of seventy years since we began 
what Nehru called our “tryst with destiny.” I shared the piece on social 
media to see if mine was an isolated voice of despair. The 
overwhelming response from hundreds of friends as well as aliens, 
substantiated by insightful comments endorsing the poem’s contem-
porary relevance, brought home to me the fact that the pall of gloom 
and disillusionment that had descended upon our hallowed nation was 
a matter of serious concern for every sensible and sensitive citizen. 
Particularly significant is the candid reaction of the celebrity writer, 
Padma Shri Ramesh Chandra Shah: “Most resounding rebuttal of the 
eternal irrelevance that plagues our collective life today: shameless 
betrayal of all the ancestral voices that had sought to shape our 
destiny. That is what we have become – a living parody of all we once 



stood for.” Professor Shah’s observation made me instantly aware of 
the complicity of all, without exception, in the “shameless betrayal of 
all the ancestral voices”: the power-hungry leaders, the semi-literate 
and half-baked politicians embroiled brazenly in scams and corruption, 
the judiciary working in tandem with vested interest groups and powers 
that be, the bureaucracy insidiously seeking patronage from political 
godfathers, the rapist godmen masquerading as the Almighty incarnate 
on planet earth to perpetuate arson, loot and rape in the name of 
religion, and last but not least the Media barons going all out to please 
their political patrons for purely commercial goals.  

It is truly sad that a country that created the ‘green’ and the ‘white’ 
revolutions has to contend with suicide by farmers as a matter of 
routine. While the majority of the masses are “living and partly living” 
under the throes of grinding poverty and endless despair, it is 
disgusting to see the cult worship of those power wielders who, in any 
advanced country, ought to have actually been in jail. It is time we 
heeded Edmund Burke’s warning: “When bad men combine, the good 
must associate; else they will fall one by one, an unpitied sacrifice in a 
contemptible struggle.” It becomes incumbent, therefore, for all of us 
to shed off our individual and collective amnesia and engage ourselves 
with commitment in the task of damage control to save freedom from 
the “hell of fetters.”  

It is heartening that, In keeping with the mission statement of            
Re-Markings, the current edition of ‘our’ journal addresses and 
articulates many issues and concerns that plague our nation today. 
Omkar Sane’s “70 Set Free” offers a poignant view of a country where 
nothing appears to be cheaper than human life. Similarly, a majority of 
essays in this volume reflect how women as scholars, academics and 
writers stand firmly committed to create the valuable space of freedom 
for themselves in the ‘home’ and the ‘world’ in an essentially 
patriarchal set up. The conversation with the young Dalit writer, 
Chandramohan S, unravels the efforts of those constrained to live on 
the margins of society. I am optimistic that our contributors will 
continue to light the way to the creation of an India that immortal 
legends like Subhas Chandra Bose, Sri Aurobindo, Lala Lajpat Rai, 
Bhagat Singh and a host of others had lived and died for. We may not 
be willing to sacrifice our all to the belief, “Zindagi hai kaum ki, tu kaum 
pe lutaye ja,” but we can at least dare to challenge the status quo as a 
measure of our unified responsibility to safeguard our own conscience.  

Nibir K. Ghosh 
Chief Editor 
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“A LISPING EMBRACE AT GOD'S OWN COUNTRY”:  

A CONVERSATION WITH CHANDRAMOHAN S 

Nibir K. Ghosh 
 
Chandramohan S is the rising star of Indian English Dalit Poetry. 
Based in Kerala (popularly known as “God’s own country”), he is 
engaged as an organizer at P.K. Rosi Foundation in Trivandrum. His 
poems have been featured in journals and magazines worldwide. His 
first collection of poems, Warscape Verses, was published by 
Authorspress in May, 2014. His most recent collection of poems, 
Letters to Namdeo Dhasal, is his tribute to the Dalit icon, Namdeo 
Dhasal. In this conversation he candidly shares his views on various 
issues and concerns related to the life of the marginalized in India and 
elsewhere. 

Ghosh: Greetings and felicitations from Re-Markings on the recent 
publication of your second poetry collection, Letters to Namdeo 
Dhasa!  In what way has Dhasal's life and work influenced your own 
making as a poet? 

Chandramohan: Namdeo Dhasal’s energy and experimental style of 
poetry – his ability to command love and admiration cutting across all 
age groups and social divisions has always inspired me. I have named 
my poetry collection, “Letters to Namdeo Dhasal” as my tribute to him. 

Ghosh: In your poem "Negritude: Learning from the Black Panthers," 
you write: "We are one people/We are one voice." What attracted you 
to the Black Panther movement?  

Chandramohan: I wanted to write a series of poems titled "Learning 
from the Panthers." This poem was just the beginning of it. I am 
fascinated by the cultural constructs of the Black Panther movement. I 
do feel they have turned the wheel of time in their own way. I state in 
the poem: 

The panthers marched 
Had an anthem 
Like an epic which would never run dry 
With tributaries branching out 
Like blood coursing veins of their hopes 
Like letters of the same vernacular 
With different phonetics. 
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Ghosh: Why did the Dalit Panther movement, led by your iconic hero, 
Dhasal, end a little too soon? 

Chandramohan: Many reasons I think. Some of them may not have 
been in their control. I was reminded of them in the recent “black lives 
matter” protest. 

Ghosh: What, in your opinion, offers a natural connect between the 
African Americans in the world's most powerful democracy, U.S.A., 
and the Dalits in the world's largest democracy, India? 

Chandramohan: It is the social exclusion both these populations 
suffer. It is a major connect between these communities. A shared 
history of persecution and its struggle against the oppressors 
characterize the cultural or political identity of Black or Dalit identity. 

Ghosh: Dr. Ambedkar had asked Dalits and Dalit writers to take 
inspiration from African Americans and see them as compatriots in 
fighting against discrimination? Who are the writers among African 
Americans you consider close to your poetic sensibility? 

Chandramohan: The writers from the African American genre who 
have inspired me are Nicolas Gullien and Langston Hughes. Also some 
contemporary voices like Claudia Rankine and Yusef Kamoukayaya.  

Ghosh: Considering the fact that you hail from Kerala, a state known 
for its highest literacy rate, have you personally experienced 
discrimination on caste lines? 

Chandramohan: Not directly. But I might have been a victim of implicit 
biases. I feel the Ambedkarite folks are very much socially aware. 

Ghosh: How do you negotiate your way through terrains of caste 
minefields when you experience discrimination firsthand in your day-
to-day life? 

Chandramohan: Since I live in the heart of a city and in Kerala, due to 
the tireless efforts of Ayyankali and others, we do not feel the pinch of 
caste directly on our souls. But it does operate insidiously.  

Ghosh: It appears that Dalit women are not so fortunate where 
exploitation, oppression, rape are concerned as is evident from your 
poem, “Rape and Murder of A Dalit Girl”: 

No newspaper carried a headline or a photo feature, 
No youth were roused to protests, 
No city’s life came to a standstill, 
No furor in the parliament, 
No nation’s conscience was haunted, 
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No Prime Minister addressed the nation, 
No TV channel discussions, 
No police officials were transferred or suspended, 
No candlelight marches, 
No billion women rising, 
A Dalit girl was raped and murdered! 

How would you respond to the apathy and indifference on gender lines 
when the victim in question is a Dalit woman? 

Chandramohan: This poem tends to highlight the general public’s lack 
of concern while responding to the rape of a woman from the lowest 
strata of our society as compared to a situation where the victim 
happens to be from a privileged background. I have tried to create a 
sense of the “presence” by elaborating on the “absence.” It is like 
there is an elephant in your room and you are not seeing it. It is an 
attempt to shed light on the hypocrisies inherent in our society. It is 
sad that only Dalit poets suffuse their poems with themes like this 
when every writer should be concerned about such issues. 

Ghosh: What impact do you think your writings have had on raising 
Dalit consciousness towards discrimination and exploitation for 
centuries? 

Chandramohan: I think my writing tries to expose the underbelly of 
India. I am not sure what the impact has been, but we could be at the 
cusp of an important shift in the discourse. I am also surprised at the 
large number of very positive reviews my poetry collection has 
received so far. Does this mean that I am palatable to the system? 
Can my poetry be celebrated without producing a certain kind of guilt 
or rage in the minds of the reader? Am I slowly becoming a Dalit icon 
convenient for the system? These are questions I need to ponder on. 

Ghosh: Can Dalit literature be of interest to non-Dalits? 

Chandramohan: Yes, very much. The current Dalit Bahujan assertion 
is a fertile battleground to articulate dissent within the broad ambit of 
democracy. The arguments we have been raising against the powers 
that be has now been incorporated into a wider platform. It is 
heartening. 

Ghosh: When you state in your poem, "The Muse in the Market Place,"  

This poem was not conceived with translation in mind 
Will never let itself be adopted 
Or exported to worldwide markets... 
Into an alien tongue…  



10                Re-Markings 
 

What exactly do you wish to convey? 

Chandramohan: This poem speaks about the pressures of the market 
on the writer and his choices, the socio-linguistics of an elitist 
language like English – how it empowers and disadvantages certain 
people. 

Ghosh: What is your take on exploitation of Dalits within their own 
communities? 

Chandramohan: Subscaste divisions have plagued our activism. Many 
leaders have been discredited. The struggle has to go on. 

Ghosh: Are you happy that, despite all the harsh realities pertaining to 
the exploitation of Dalits for ages, our democracy has made room for 
another Dalit President of India? What are your hopes and expectations 
from His Excellency, Mr. Kovind? 

Chandramohan: Mr. Ramnath Kovind's election is just a token. It 
doesn’t mean much to the Dalit psyche. Just another political gimmick. 
Make no mistake, the struggle to eradicate caste will be victorious one 
day. 
Ghosh: Dr. B. R. Ambedkar with nearly 4 lakh followers embraced 
Buddhism at Deekshabhoomi, Nagpur shortly before he passed away. 
Following his example, Dalit conversion to Buddhism has been an 
ongoing affair in many states in India. To what extent Dalit writers, 
poets and intellectuals have been engaged in portraying and 
highlighting this aspect in their day-to-day life and writings? 

Chandramohan: Writings from the state of Maharashtra seem to 
engage with this. But I am not aware writers from South India 
propound Buddhism as an alternate world view as a part of the praxis 
to annihilate caste. 

Ghosh: Apart from the fact of suffering due to caste discrimination, 
what aspects of Buddhism tend to draw them to the said faith?  

Chandramohan: Buddha had championed the cause of caste 
annihilation. Buddhism is based on materialism; rationalism seems to 
provide equal rights to all genders. The epistemology of Hinduism 
appears to be afflicted with hierarchy – Brahminism at the top of the 
hierarchy and the rest of the population imitates them.  

Ghosh: What is your own inclination to religion as a Dalit writer? Do 
the tenets of Buddhist faith hold any attraction for you? 

Chandramohan: The tenets of Buddhism does hold promise as a 
practical political philosophy in countering the sense of graded 
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inequality permeating the Indian psyche. Dr. Ambedkar had chosen 
Buddhism as an antidote to Marxism. I have always been surprised 
how certain "Buddhist" groups target other marginalized groups like 
Muslims and become a henchmen sort of community to enforce 
heinous racism. Look at the Sinhala Buddhist persecuting the Tamils or 
the Buddhist terror groups in Myanmar targeting Rohingya Muslims. 

Ghosh: Dr. Ambedkar categorically stated that he believed in “Liberty, 
equality and fraternity” but made it clear that these ideals came to him 
not from the French Revolution but from Buddhism. What is your take 
on this? 

Chandramohan: Dr. Amebedkar intends to make a statement that India 
did have a tradition of equity before the beginning of Brahmanical era 
and we are not necessarily dependent on Enlightenment for these 
ideals. But to retrieve those ideals from the current Hindutva mindset 
could be next to impossible.  

Ghosh: Are you aware of any African American writer who is a 
practicing Buddhist?  

Chandramohan: No. I am not aware.  

Ghosh: Likewise, who are the writers among Dalits who have 
propagated the Buddhist view of life in their works?  

Chandramohan: I am yet to read such a writer. But there could be 
many such Dalit writers. 

Ghosh: If you were to write poems connecting Dalits and Buddhism, 
what aspects would you like to highlight? 

Chandramohan: For the Buddha, anything edible that fell on to his 
begging bowl was food for him unlike the ban on beef eating in the 
contemporary times. Secondly a lot of archaeological remnants of a 
Buddhist era excavated can become the raw material for poems that 
weave a cultural foundation for a world devoid of demeaning 
Brahmanical ideology. 

• Dr. Nibir K. Ghosh is UGC Emeritus Professor in the 
Department of English Studies & Research at Agra College, 
Agra. He has been Senior Fulbright Fellow at the University of 
Washington, Seattle, U.S.A. during 2003-04. 
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70 SET FREE 

Omkar Sane 

70 odd children died in U.P. Nothing else happened. The country has 
seen worse. Some may be added to that list when they climb the 
Janmashtami pyramids. We’re good at making these kids. We’ll move 
on. Let’s use it to get some votes while it’s still fresh, though. 
Otherwise that’d be a wasted opportunity. Blame-game is a fun one to 
play when none of your own kin die.  

Grieve as one may, 70 kids are free. What an apt day to die too: eve of 
the 70th Independence day. At least they’re truly free on this day.  

Free of bigotry. Free of judgment. Free of the pressure to marry. Free of 
the pressure to produce children. Free of being ridiculed. Free of being 
accused when raped. Free of a death in riot, surely this is more 
peaceful than running out of breath while running away in a riot. Free of 
a potential lynching. Free of a chance of having to pay dowry. Free of 
having your name besmirched because of your identity. Free of quotas. 
Free of having to bribe for every small thing. Free of bad roads that lead 
home. Free of court cases that you may get stuck in. Free of having 
your job taken away by AI. Free of seeing ice melt and species die. 
Free of having to watch reality TV. Free of looking over their shoulder. 
Free of defecating in the open at 4 a.m. Free of donations for schools. 
Free of spending afternoons in government hospitals. Free of running 
from pillar to post for everything – including a death certificate. Free of 
being ridiculed for staying out late. Free of ever having to watch Upen 
Patel on the big screen. Free of having to listen to reality TV singers. 
Free of listening to Siddhu laugh. Free of empty promises of politicians. 
Free of ever risking eating kale or chia seeds. Free of being stared at. 
Free of having to watch debates on news channels. Free of prejudice. 
Free of pressure to do well. Free of having no wi-fi, or probably of 
having no electricity. Of being incessantly swiped left. Free of cheating 
in exams. Free of buying seats. Free of securing admissions on quotas. 
Free of having to use Sarahaha. Free of thinking money will make them 
happy. Free of being dragged into the 21st century with its 
meaningless logos and veneration of tyrants.  

It's good. They’re free of it all, on our freedom day.  

They ran out of oxygen.  
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Let’s make sure freedom doesn’t.  

Free. It’s a nice thing to be.  

• Omkar Sane, a product of J.J. Institute of Applied Art, 
Mumbai, is the author of widely acclaimed bestsellers, 
Welcome to Advertising! Now, Get Lost and Coming Soon. 
The End. The March 2011 issue of Re-Markings carried an 
exclusive interview entitled “Creating Desires and Changing 
Mindsets: Conversation with Omkar Sane.” Re-Markings also 
featured his play “Waiting for Bose” in its Special Number on 
Bose: Immortal Legend of India’s Freedom – New Critical 
Orientations published in January 2017. 

❖ 
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WHO’S AFRAID OF VIRGINIA WOOLF?: 

REMEMBERING EDWARD ALBEE  

ON HIS FIRST DEATH ANNIVERSARY 

S. Ramaswamy 

I think it is very dangerous for a writer to start thinking 
about himself in the third person. – Edward Albee 

With the passing away of Edward Albee in September 2016, America  
lost the leader of the “The third generation” of its dramatists. If the first 
phase had playwrights like Philip Barry, Robert Sherwood, Maxwell 
Anderson, Clifford Odets and Lillian Hellman, the second phase 
belonged to the “Big Three” –  Eugene O’Neill, Tennessee Williams and 
Arthur Miller. The third phase was inaugurated by Edward Albee who 
was influenced by O’Neill and Williams. It is interesting that he was 
recognized first in Europe especially Germany. An eclectic American 
dramatist, who experimented with “The Theatre of the Absurd” in his 
The Zoo Story (1958) and The American Dream (1961), with social 
criticism in The Death of Bessie Smith, he scored a great commercial 
success with his most famous play Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? 
(1962) in which the major influences are Tennessee Williams and 
Strindberg. Three plays followed the success of Virginia Woolf – The 
Ballad of the Sad Café, Tiny Alice and Malcolm. Many of his plays 
were produced off Broadway in New York.  I had the pleasure to see 
the experimental theatre in the 1960s. Virginia Woolf was all the rage 
when I was a graduate student half a century ago!  According to Albee 
the Off-Broadway is more interesting than Broadway. He says in an 
interview: “I have noticed that in off Broadway – which is, of course 
the much more interesting of the two theatres in New York, and which 
does better, more adventurous plays – the audiences tend to be quite 
young and enthusiastic. It would be nice if we could get this into the 
theatre too.” 

Albee is a major Dramatist and he has won “The New York Press 
Association’s Best Plays Award,” “the Lola D’Annunzio Award,” the 
“ANTA Award,” and the “New York Drama Critics Award.” He was 
elected to the National Academy of Arts and Letters in 1966. He also 
won the “Berlin Festival Award,” the “Margo Jones Award,” the 
Brandeis University Award,” the  “William Inge” Award and numerous 
honorary degrees.  Some of the greatest actors and actresses on either 
side of the Atlantic and in Europe have acted in his plays. Some of 
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them are Sir John Gielgud, Sir Paul Scofield, Dame Peggy Ashcroft,  
Geraldine Page, Jessica Tandy and Hume Cronyn. The famous stars 
Sir Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor acted in the film version of 
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf. Albee’s The Zoo Story was first 
presented in West Berlin in German and then in the United States.  
Albee saw his plays produced in Germany, France, Czechoslovakia, 
Italy and England.  

I remember seeing the electrifying presentation of Albee’s Play Three 
Tall Women in London on 18th February 1995 with a superb 
performance by Maggie Smith who has been one of my favorite 
actresses. The Financial Times said: “Her performance ranks among 
the finest hours of her great career.” I entirely agree that Dame Maggie 
Smith is “One of our greatest living performers” and the Wyndham 
Theatre at Charing Cross Road, London WC 2 vibrated with the 
uniquely vibrant and resonant voice of Maggie Smith. Here a personal 
remembrance may be pardoned. I quote here few lines from my own 
Theatre Chronicle of London penned on 8th February, 1995: “I had 
admired the great British actress Dame Maggie Smith as Desdemona 
in Othello and as Jean Brodie in The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. Her 
portrayal of a woman of 92 is truly great.  Ailing and helpless, with the 
left arm in a sling, seated, her most eloquent right hand with a kerchief 
and her perfect American accent, you would think she is American 
born and bred.” I may also mention that Bangalore Little Theatre 
(B.L.T.) in collaboration with Karnataka Nataka Academy presented The 
Three Tall Women at Ravindra Kalakshetra on 2nd September 1994 
which unfortunately I was unable to see. 

Now, a few remarks on Who’s  Afraid of Virginia Woolf? A word about 
the intriguing title. Albee divided his drama conventionally with three 
acts but unconventionally gave them titles: “Fun and Games,” 
“Walpurgisnacht” and finally “Exorcism.” In fact, any of these three 
cannot be the title of the whole play because it is an “Exorcism” of 
Martha first and last. But he wanted to use the “Fun device” and so 
chose as the leitmotif the tune of pop song, “Who’s Afraid of the Big 
Bad Wolf”?  He changed it to “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf” which is 
very ritualistically sung at crucial climaxes to make the play literally a 
magical incantation. The rhetorical question is answered in the last 
lines of the play where calm of mind, all passion spent makes a very 
touching finale for the acceptance of the truth that their “Son” doesn’t 
exist and as Albee has said in the interview: “The Child in Who’s Afraid 
of Virginia was metaphorical.” Metaphorically, George “Kills” their son. 
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Martha has to accept the truth. So the “game” of the son’s 
homecoming, the eve of his twenty-first birthday, the eve of his 
majority are all fabricated lies. This game-playing is “exorcised” and 
the truth triumphs and Reality is accepted. So, all the “games” and the 
“fun” are a morbid psychological pathetic presence. The “games” are 
even named. They are five: (i) “Humiliate the Host” (ii) “Hump the 
Hostess” (iii) “Get the Guests” (iv) “Bringing up Baby” (v) “Bunny and 
Honey.” The elaborate fabric of “Walpurgisnacht” has to crumble to 
dust and at the end Martha is left pathetically whimpering in the arms 
of George: 

George: [Puts his hand gently on her shoulder, she puts                     
her head back and he sings to her, very softly]   

Martha:  I --- am --- George --- 

George:  Who is afraid of Virginia Woolf?... 

Martha: I … am … George … I … am   

[George nods, slowly] 

[Silence, Tableau] 

The original title of the whole play was “The Exorcism” before Albee 
chose the present one with the tune to be incanted “Who Is Afraid?”  
Jean Gould in her Modern American Playwrights says: “The British 
have devoutly wished that Albee had kept the original title. The derisive 
connotation in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf is painful to those who 
have found in the author of The Waves, To the Light House, Mrs. 
Dalloway and the other incomparable novels, a true artist who has 
made a lasting contribution to English Literature. However, it cannot be 
denied that “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf” was a much more 
intriguing title than “Exorcism” and, undoubtedly, drew many more 
playgoers to the box office than the original. 

About the title of the Second Act, “Walpurgisnacht” also there has 
been sufficient speculation. I think it is possible to use this as the title 
for the whole play! The following explanation may be offered: 
“Walpurgis was an English Missionary in Germany in the 8th Century.  
Her feast day is April 30, the eve of May Day when Witches were 
supposed to gather and revel on Brocken Peak in the Harz Mountains 
of Germany. Hence it means “A Witches’ Sabbath” or a “diabolical 
revelry.” So, I would like to argue that “Walpurgisnacht” is an 
appropriate title for this whole bacchanalia, a noisily drunken carousel. 

Albee has been influenced by Eugene O’Neill and Tennessee Williams.  
One can see especially the echoes of Long Day’s Journey into Night  
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and A Streetcar Named Desire respectively. In Who’s Afraid one can 
see the Classical three entities of Time, Place and Action. As Albee 
himself has said: “The play is meant to be set in one room. I didn’t 
even like them (Martha and Honey) going up to the bedroom or to the 
kitchen.” The naturalistic claustrophobic atmosphere of O’Neill’s Long 
Day’s Journey and its “Unities” is found in Who’s Afraid. It is very 
interesting that Albee echoes Tennessee Williams, making the same off 
stage voice of spelling the doom of Martha as well as Blanche DuBois. 
I place together in juxtaposition the two passages. First from Williams’s 
Streetcar (in Spanish): “Flores, Flores. Flores para los muertos, flores, 
flores.” The Blind Mexican Flower Vendor appears to the audience in a 
translucent ominous way in a dark shawl, carrying bunches of those 
gaudy tin flowers that lower middle class Mexicans display at funerals. 
The same situation appears in Albee’s Who’s Afraid?  Here it is:  

He [(Nick) flings open the door and a hand thrusts into the 
opening a great bunch of snapdragons: they stay there for a 
moment. Nick strains his eyes to see who is behind them] 

Martha: Oh, how lovely! 

George: [Appearing in the doorway, the snapdragons 
covering his face speaks in a hideously cracked falsetto]:  
flores, flores para los, mnertos, flores.  

Both Blanche in Williams’s [Streetcar] and Martha [Who’s Afraid] are 
metaphorically “dead.” If the flowers are gaudy tin flowers in the 
Streetcar, it is a bunch of snapdragons, white, yellow and red or 
purplish two-lipped flowers in Who’s Afraid.  But the implication is the 
same. While Williams’s use is more poetic and musical, Albee’s is 
more ominous and deathly. 

Albee uses many languages in Who’s Afraid – Spanish, German and 
Latin. No wonder he is popular in Europe and England and does use 
the Cinematic technique on the stage. His own statement between the 
stage and the Screen is found in an interview:  

The play is both serious and very funny. I found the film, may 
be because it was not a live experience, very serious but not 
particularly funny. I also found the film not as claustrophobic 
as I intended the play to be ... I also think I wrote the play as 
an answer to another Claustrophobic Play by Eugene O’Neill 
called The Iceman Cometh. The Iceman Cometh postulates 
that you have to have pipe dreams or false illusions in order 
to survive and I think Virginia Woolf was written to survive, 
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may be, that you have to have them but you damn well better 
know that they are false illusions and then survive knowing 
that you’re living with falsity. 

I may end this tribute to Albee on a light-hearted personal note.  
George asks Nick in the play whether he is going to be happy staying 
at a small New England College. He replies: “Well, it is not a bad 
college. I mean … it’ll do. It isn’t M.I.T. … it is not U.C.L.A.” I recall 
happily that I am an alumnus of U.C.L.A.! 
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BUDDHIST UNDERTONES IN 

RAJA RAO’S THE SERPENT AND THE ROPE 

Shrikant Singh 

Raja Rao is one of the pioneers of English fiction writing in India. His 
works are experiments in the use of spirituality, ethics and 
metaphysics as fictional materials which not only form integral parts of 
his novels but also their informing principles. R. Parthasarathy rightly 
observes in his Introduction to The Serpent and the Rope (1960): “An 
Indian can never write a novel; he can only write a Purana” 
(Parthasarathy xii). In this sense, he continues, neither Anand nor. 
Narayan had come anywhere close to Rao’s innovative approach to 
fiction (xxx). 

The novel provides ample scope for the readers to witness different 
levels of interactions and interfaces of Christianity, Vedanta, Islam and, 
above all, Buddhism. In other words, The Serpent and the Rope 
interprets Vedanta in terms of a discourse where Catholicism finds 
occasional and Buddhism engaging references. In stylistic scheme, 
story within story and in use of rich philosophical, spiritual and 
historical references, it resembles both the Puranas and the 
Upanishads.  

The novel is an autobiographical account of a narrator, a young South 
Indian Brahmin Ramaswamy (Rama) and his French wife Madeleine 
seeking spiritual fulfilment. Raja Rao makes Ramaswamy’s first 
marriage to Madeleine and its disintegration its subject. Broadly it 
investigates the cultural interactions of the East and the West which is 
reinforced by the novel’s various styles which bring together many 
literary forms and texts from across traditions. 

The novel creates ample scope for the readers to witness Puranic 
vastness and cultural plurality, their mutual interactions and 
assimilation. Vedanta, Christianity and above all, Buddhism are 
discussed in comparison among the characters. Like a typical Hindu 
intellectual, Ramaswamy, the chief male protagonist explains the 
greatness of Buddhism and how its Mahayana fold gets assimilated 
with Hinduism. He also observes Madeleine’s clear drift towards 
Buddhism. The paper is a humble proposition to analyse the 
metamorphosis of Madeleine, one of the central concerns of the novel.  

Superficially the cultural clash between the East and the West appears 
to be the cause for the failed marriage of Ramaswamy and 
Madeleine. Madeleine’s gradual shift towards Buddhism makes her 
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recoil from her husband. The causes wreck the psyche of Rama-
swamy. 

As factors of love are inexplicable, the novelist does not describe how 
Ramaswamy and Madeleine drew close and got married. One may 
guess only that perhaps their intellectual compatibility, cultural grace 
and physical charm may have drawn them together. But the void of 
love in the lives of the two orphans unconsciously may also have 
formed a firm foundation for their love to rest. 

But our subject of discussion is what led their marriage to disintegrate. 
Men and women identify themselves with the cultures they are born in 
or belong to. Here also in the novel the cultural chasm between the 
East and the West apparently seems to be the root cause of 
discordance in their relationship. While the former had deep appre-
ciation for Indian tradition which gives its people sweetness and 
immortality, Madeleine loved those of the Greeks. She had distaste for 
touch and so she liked the untouching Cathars and loved their celibacy. 
She instructed Ramaswamy to follow Brahmacharya of his ancestors. 
This discordant approach to marital life may have formed the seed of 
conflict in the life of seemingly happily married couple. Any search that 
may bridge their cultural gap involves both. Madeleine takes keen 
interest in her husband’s research of Indian roots of Cathars. 

Madeleine’s metamorphosis leads us to multiple explanations. No man 
or woman in the world in his or her deep cord of heart ever knows 
what is that something that is being missed. A few in millions like the 
Buddha, for example, go out for seeking. But there is no returning.  
After the death of two infant children of Madeleine, the sensitive soul 
goes out for seeking and sees no returning. She seems to find spiritual 
solace and sustenance in Buddhism. She had discovered Buddhism in 
her husband’s discussion on it with Lezo, a clever young refugee, who 
was a polyglot, knew Sanskrit and “preferred Buddhism to every other 
religion of the world” (74). Madeleine discussed perhaps the merits of 
Catholicism with George, a Russian white Catholic enthusiast who had 
a congenital contempt for Orientalises. At one point of time when 
Ramaswamy was recounting India’s contributions to the world of 
intellectual tradition, Madeleine’s ego gets hurt. She comments with a 
bit of humour and sarcasm in such a way that it reflects both on India 
as well as on her husband: “everything good to me has come to me 
from India” (72).  

Once Madeleine’s search that Holy Grail was part of Albigensian 
tradition was confirmed, her drift towards Buddhism becomes more 
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rapid. She, endowed with sensitive intellect and subdued sensibility, is 
deeply moved at the intellectual virility and the deep compassion of the 
Buddha’s teachings. That was the point of her intellectual arrest and 
hence the beginning of the process of her transformation. Reading the 
jatakas, she wonders why Buddhism could not conquer Europe while 
Christianity did. She goes on to learn Pali, Sanskrit, and Chinese and 
Tibetan Buddhism. In this connection she says that the intellectual 
brilliance of Buddhism has no equal in the world: “it is the religion of 
the modern age. Some Buddhist texts read like novels of Aldous Huxley 
– so curiously intellectual, almost perverse” (333). 

Thus, Madeleine’s journey into the fold of Buddhism seems purely on 
academic level. Her husband Ramaswamy too realises it. He feels that 
her insight into Buddhism is more psychic than religious. It gradually 
affects her world. In due course, there is a clear change in her 
perception of, and insight into, her own nature and also in her 
consequent judgement of love, marriage and life.  Raja Rao graphically 
traces the influence of Buddhism on the persona of Madeleine: her 
passion for Pali texts, the Buddha image, opening of her heart to 
Buddhist thoughts of Nagarjuna and practice of meditation. 

We mark a gradual change in Madeleine’s approach to Buddhism – 
from intellectual to ritualistic adoration. She mutters prayers, chants 
mantra and takes slender dose of food as prescribed by the Pali texts. 
She even practises self-mortification. For example, “She came back 
one day with a thorn in her heel, and bandaged the whole thing up so 
savagely that after a few days it began to smell” (367). While she 
moaned and tolerated it, she continued to repeat mantra. Her 
increasing absorption in Buddhistic rituals distances her from her 
husband. She turns ascetic with an aversion to bodily pleasures. Rama 
recalls his wife telling: “‘Poor Child’, she said to me one day, ‘I make 
you live a life of an ascetic. You must some day find the right Hindu 
wife.’ I did not seem so eager for a wife” (367). 

Rama marks the coldness in her behaviour. She speaks to him as the 
other. He recalls her formal statements: “you probably want to look at 
your magazines, she said, rising” … “Tomorrow there is slight change 
in the programme. Nowadays I rise like a good Buddhist at dawn, 
wash and say my mantras. My Buddhas are kind and early morning 
meditations are wonderful” (334).  He thought that all anthropocentric 
civilization, be it the (purist) protestant, the Buddhist or the Jain, must 
be self-destructive. 
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One day before leaving for France Rama went into Madeleine’s room to 
inquire about her wellbeing as she suffered from influenza. She was 
shocked to see him in her room. He recalls, “Oh, why did you have to 
worry?” she said.  She said about her body that “it is in the very nature 
of things composite that they should disintegrate…. Do not worry over 
this sorry mass of flesh” (347). 

Rama looked at the Buddha and begged forgiveness for so much 
betrayal. It was Madeleine who was undergoing transformation.  Rama 
was becoming victim of this change. Though he was witnessing this 
change, yet its acceptance required equal attainment of asceticism. As 
if the shock was not enough he took one more attempt. On his return 
from London he went to see her. She confronted him with heartless 
questions and continued counting beads impervious to the presence of 
her husband.  He felt both shock and surprise. More so because all the 
torments were happening in the name of Buddhism known for 
compassion and benevolence. His natural reactions are one of 
helplessness: “There was no word spoken, and all was said. You just 
see the counting of beads. Then you ride and say to god, even unto the 
Buddha Himself, many, many angry things. ‘Lord Buddha, my Lord, O 
you abode of Compassion, O you who talked even unto the courtesan 
Ambapalli and partook of the meal of Chunda, the untouchable, do you 
hear me?’” (432). 

The Buddha’s teaching points to the change as the law of nature, 
though here it the most unexpected. This also points to the fact that 
man cannot cope with ‘renunciation’ in the realistic sense. The anger 
of Rama is due to heartlessness of Madeleine who playfully earlier 
called Rama “unhuman husband” because of his insistence on the 
impersonal principle. The irony of fate is that the same Madeleine’s 
behaviour turns more tortuous on her husband. The novel brings 
Madeleine’s imperfect understanding of Buddhism to the centre of 
discussion. Madeleine’s metamorphosis is closely scrutinised and 
Raja Rao seems to believe that it is nothing less than a catastrophe. 
Her love breaks, marriage ruptures and life is lost in the mires of 
Buddhist rituals.  

Has Madeleine understood Buddhism?  Has Buddhism failed her or is 
it she who has failed Buddhism? Like a great work of art, the novel 
poses many questions and there is no answer. Actually, separation in 
relationship comes from deeper level than its outer expression. 
Imperfect understanding of Buddhism seems to be an apparent reason 
because Buddhism is all about liberation from all kinds of entangle-
ments. A true follower of the Buddha like the master Himself would 
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show a feeling of of love and compassion for every single creature.  
Madeleine’s behaviour is unlike that of the Buddha or those of his true 
followers. C.D. Narasimhaiah believes that it is Madeleine who has 
failed her life and not Buddhism as such. Her extreme position despite 
seriousness of her disposition goes against the spirit of Buddhism. The 
Buddha’s middle path in the sermon of “The Turning of the Wheel” 
prescribes the middle path between the two extremes of self-
mortification and self-indulgence.  

Raja Rao, in this novel, makes a clear demonstration of life of a 
modern woman looking for liberation. Often, they become victim of 
another kind of bondage as has happened in case of Madeleine. By 
reading Pali, Chinese and Tibetan Buddhism intellectually, she became 
submerged in the mires of tantric rituals. Buddha’s teachings never 
denied an ordinary man’s life and marriage. In one of the passages of 
Digha Nikaya the Buddha gives instructions on the duties of husband 
and wives: “Husbands should respect their wives, and comply as far 
as possible with their requests. They should not commit adultery. They 
should give their wives full charge of the home, and supply them with 
fine cloths and jewellery as far as their means permit. Wives should be 
thorough in duties, gentle and kind to the whole household, chaste and 
careful in housekeeping, and they should carry out their work with skill 
and enthusiasm” (Digha Nikaya 181-182). 

The novel, in dealing with ideals of love, marriage, compassion, duty 
and reverence, assumes spiritual dimension. It turns out to be a 
modern kind of tragedy where characters like Rama and Madeleine, as 
representatives of modern men and women, undergo suffering in the 
endless flux of life due to lack of real gurus and apt spiritual guidance. 
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RETURN OF THE REPRESSED: DORIS LESSING’S 

MARTHA QUEST AND ALFRED AND EMILY AS  

SITES OF POSTMEMORY 

Sneha Pathak 

I think my father’s rage at the trenches took me over, 
when I was very young, and has never left me. Do 
children feel their parents’ emotions? Yes, we do, and 
it is a legacy I could have done without. . . . It is as if 
the old war is in my own memory, my own conscious-
ness. – Doris Lessing, Alfred and Emily 
 
Postmemory describes the relation that the generation 
after bears to the personal, collective and cultural 
trauma of those who came before – to experiences 
they remember only by stories, images and behaviors 
among which they grew up. But these experiences 
were transmitted to them so deeply and affectively as 
to seem to constitute “memories” in their own right. – 
Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: 
Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust  

Doris Lessing has been one of the most prolific writers of the last 
century. Her works, which cover a wide array of genres such as 
novels, short stories, poems, plays and non-fiction, deal with an 
equally wide horizon of themes and ideas, using various narrative 
techniques to bring to the forefront those ideas contained in her works. 
Lessing’s novels foray into various realms: worldly as well as other-
worldly, outer as well as inner, and past as well as future. However, it 
can be argued that most of her works draw from her own experiences, 
her own memories and her own past. The impact of the Second World 
War, for example, and the theories of R. D. Laing, Sufi philosophy, 
Communism are all examples of some of the core elements that form 
an integral part of Lessing’s fiction and have also been a part of 
Lessing’s life experience. The present paper, however, tries to bring to 
the forefront those elements of Lessing’s works that are integral to her 
fiction, but are not a part of her own life history or experience; rather 
they belong to a generation before her. And these experiences have 
been transferred in her life and from there into her fiction because of 
not memory but postmemory. 
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The term postmemory was coined by Marianne Hirsch with particular 
reference to the holocaust survivors and their future generations. This 
concept of postmemory, however, can be used for any generation that 
carries the burden and the trauma of a preceding generation, in 
Lessing’s case the trauma of the First World War or, as it was then 
called, the Great War. Hirsch in her essay “The Generation of 
Postmemory” writes that postmemory “describes the relationship of 
the second generation to powerful, often traumatic, experiences that 
preceded their births but were nevertheless transmitted to them so 
deeply as to seem to constitute memories in their own right” (The 
Generation of Postmemory 103).  

Postmemory becomes characteristic of the experience of “those who 
grow up dominated by the stories of previous generation, shaped by 
traumatic events that can neither be fully understood nor re-created” 
(Past Lives: Postmemory in Exile 662). These people are forever 
haunted by and, to a certain extent, controlled by the trauma they never 
faced, by memories that do not actually belong to them and that is why 
these are events that cannot be fully understood or re-created by the 
second generation, or what Hirsch describes as the “hinge-
generation.” This hinge-generation finds it difficult to coordinate and 
make a balance with this burden of memories which are not its own, 
but are nevertheless too deeply ingrained in their psyche to be 
considered foreign. They are situated at a temporal as well as spatial 
distance from the sites of the actual trauma and this “locus of origin is 
the radical break” (“Past Lives: Postmemory in Exile” 662) for the 
hinge-generation, making it “a break impossible to bridge” (“Past 
Lives: Postmemory in Exile” 662).    

Because of this impossibility to bridge this gap, this break, the situation 
of these people becomes such that they always feel themselves in a 
state of exile and displacement. They do not know where exactly they 
belong, since the past encroaches upon their present in so potent a 
manner that it becomes the dominating note. This feeling of exile and 
displacement makes the “children of exiled survivors, although they 
have not lived themselves through the trauma of banishment and the 
destruction of home, remain always marginal or exiles, always in 
‘diaspora’” (Past Lives: Postmemory in Exile 662). These ideas can be 
seen present in certain works by Doris Lessing as well. Time and again 
she refers back to the First World War that crippled her father 
physically and also left him traumatised forever. Lessing also, it can be 
argued, is an agent of the postmemory, a member of the “hinge-
generation,” something which emerges in her texts from time to time.  
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In her novel Martha Quest, which is autobiographical in nature, we 
come across the young Martha who is living in Rhodesia with her 
parents and her father happens to be a war veteran who has, after 
losing a leg in the war, decided to settle down in Africa and become a 
farmer. Martha has spent her entire childhood in Africa and to her 
England is an unknown entity known only through the anecdotes of her 
parents. However, she is also eternally displaced because she finds it 
difficult to accept either Africa or England as her “home.” While in 
Africa, she has grown up listening to her parents talk every year about 
going back “home” [England] when the crops are good or when they 
have built a fortune but it never seems to happen. Her mother wants to 
raise Martha according to proper English standards of behaviour and 
keeps constantly telling her how a girl would behave in England. This 
creates in her a dualism, a feeling of constant friction about the idea of 
“home,” which to her also signifies England. However, in the novel The 
Four-Gated City, when Martha finally reaches England, she feels none 
of the sense of euphoria of homecoming. Martha’s state also becomes 
that of a perpetual Diaspora, both in Africa where she belongs to the 
minor European community that has been exploiting the native Africans 
as well as in England, where she is considered an outsider.  

The impact of the World War on Martha’s father is clearly visible in 
most of the Martha novels. In Martha Quest, the narrator speaks thus 
of Mr Quest at a point: 

They [Mrs Quest and Martha] would not leave him in peace 
to think about the war, in which he had lost his health, and 
perhaps something more important than health; they would 
not leave him to dream tranquilly about the future, when 
some miracle would transport them all into town, or England; 
they nagged at him, as he said himself, like a couple of 
darned fishwives (Martha Quest 47). 

Mr Quest, clearly, like Lessing’s own father, is a victim of the war who 
has made Martha an agent of postmemory, making her a participant in 
the trauma of the war in which she never participated. Time and again 
Mr Quest is either lost in ruminating about the England he knew or 
about the war, something that angers Martha a great deal as she gets 
older and older. Her irritation with her father’s stories and mention of 
the Great War is clearly seen when Mr Quest starts talking about it to 
Douglas whom Martha intends to marry: “He then began telling 
Douglas about his war, while Martha waited, with her nerves on edge, 
for him to say, ‘But that was the Great Unmentionable, and of course 
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you don’t want to hear about it, you’re all too busy enjoying 
yourselves’…. Douglas said politely he was very interested in anything 
Mr Quest said; and Mr Quest’s face brightened, and then he sighed, 
and said, ‘Yes, it’s starting again, and I’m out of it, they wouldn’t have 
me. I’m too old’”  (Martha Quest 496). 

At another place in the novel, the narrator says: 

But Mr Quest was completely absorbed in the ritual of being 
ill, he talked of nothing else – his illness and the war, the war 
and illness; it was as if a twin channel drove across his brain 
and if his thought switched from one subject, they must 
enter the other, like a double track leading to the same 
destination. 

It even seemed to Martha that her father was pleased that 
the Van Rensbergs no longer visited them, because with Mr 
Van Rensberg he talked about the farm, while with Mr 
McDougall, who took his place, he shared memory of the 
trenches  (Martha Quest 56).   

Although Martha Quest gives the reader a fair idea of how Lessing 
herself becomes an agent of postmemory through the participation and 
trauma that her father suffered from the war and passed on to her, it is 
her novel Alfred and Emily that one can clearly see as a site of 
postmemory, so well does it fit with most of Hirsch’s ideas of the 
issue. Alfred and Emily is Lessing’s last novel, published in 2008. As a 
work which is the culminating point of her career that spans over five 
decades, it is not much surprising that the text deals with what has 
been one of the most powerful and most often recurring idea in her 
works and, more importantly, in her life: the war. In this final work, 
Lessing employs a fusion of two genres, memoir and fiction. The work 
is divided into two parts, part two is a memoir of her parents’ actual 
life, how they met after the war when her father was injured and her 
mother was a nurse in the hospital, and their life together in the African 
veld. The first part of the text is a fictionalised account of her parents’ 
lives if there had been no world war at all. Lessing describes the world 
of English countryside and how the life of her mother Emily and her 
father Alfred would have progressed without the war. In this section, 
she tries to give her parents exactly the kind of lives she thinks they 
would have liked, making them marry not each other but different 
people and as a result in the world of this alternate fictional history, 
Lessing is never born. In the first part of the text, titled “Alfred and 
Emily: A Novella,” Lessing describes in detail the two different lives 
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that Alfred and Emily lead, the kind of vocations they choose, the way 
their lives cross paths now and then and the way they are both given 
the kind of lives Lessing thought her parents would really have liked to 
live. 

The creation of this alternate history corresponds with Marriane 
Hirsch’s take on postmemory where she says that its characteristic is 
that it “creates where it cannot recover. It imagines where it cannot 
recall” (“Past Lives: Postmemory in Exile” 664). Lessing is doing 
exactly the same thing here as she too is using imagination and 
creativity to overcome what she cannot recover. Further, in an article 
Hirsch has described the connection of postmemory to past in the 
following words: 

Postmemory’s connection to the past is not really mediated 
by recall but by imaginative investment, projection and 
creation. To grow up with overwhelming inherited memories 
of massive historical catastrophes, to be dominated by 
narratives that preceded one’s birth, or one’s 
consciousness, is to risk having one’s own life stories 
displaced, even evacuated by our forbearers (The Generation 
of Postmemory 107). 

This proves to be of particular importance when talking about 
Lessing’s own life and her work Alfred and Emily. Lessing’s whole life 
was dominated by the inherited experience of the First World War 
which is larger than her consciousness and preceded her birth. In the 
“Foreword” to the book, she writes, “That war, the Great War that 
would end all war, squatted over my childhood. The trenches were as 
present to me as anything I actually saw around me. And here I still 
am, trying to get out from under that monstrous legacy, trying to get 
free” (Alfred and Emily viii). It is interesting to note Lessing’s choice of 
the word “legacy” for her postmemory and it also becomes equally 
fascinating to see that in her attempt to get out of this “monstrous 
legacy” the only way out that she finds is to willingly displace and 
evacuate her own life by her forbearers. The way out of this legacy is 
nowhere in the present history for her, it is only in a parallel history 
where the war simply never took place, even if it means that there she 
is never born either. What Hirsch says with reference to Matthieu 
Schriftlich’s book also holds true for Lessing’s Alfred and Emily, since 
both their books become “site[s] of postmemory, a constructed village 
in which, however, no one can live” (“Past Lives: Postmemory in 
Exile” 666). This, however, does not devalue Lessing’s attempt at all 
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since “memorial books are acts of witness and sites of memory. 
Because they invoke and try to recreate the life that existed . . . they 
are acts of public mourning” (“Past Lives: Postmemory in Exile” 665).  

Lessing’s usage of photographs in the text is also a point of interest. 
She uses various photographs, of her parents together, separately, her 
own pictures as a child and the pictures of various places where she 
spent some of her childhood. Most of the photographs are present in 
the second section of the book, which is the memoir but a few make 
the bridge between the fiction and the memoir part, having been placed 
after “Alfred and Emily: A Novella” ends and before “Alfred and Emily: 
Two Lives” begins. It also becomes interesting to note that Hirsch has 
also worked a lot on postmemory using photographs and in her 
opinion, photography “is precisely the medium connecting memory 
and postmemory” (“Past Lives: Postmemory in Exile” 669). 

As a site of postmemory, Lessing’s Alfred and Emily also becomes a 
site of her attempt to free not just herself but also her parents from the 
“monstrous legacy.” As she said in an interview, “It is a book about 
my parents …. I have given them normal lives, totally ordinary lives, as 
if there had been no war…. History treated them so badly. I want to 
give them a good life” (Lessing).  And she has, to some extent, 
succeeded in her act of mourning for, and overcoming, the loss. 
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MARGARET ATWOOD’S THE HANDMAID’S TALE:  

RE-MAPPING IDENTITY THROUGH LANGUAGE 

Rachna Arora & Smita Jha 

People who lose their language and the view of the 
universe expressed by that language can no longer 
survive as a people, although they can survive as 
rootless individuals. – Bunge (380) 

Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale resonates the afore-
mentioned notion of Bunge. Atwood in her novel illustrates how an 
individual loses his/her identity with the loss of language and how an 
individual can remap his/her identity with the use of language. The 
novel concentrates and drives the readers to recognise the importance 
of language as a medium to construct one’s identity. 

The Handmaid’s Tale is a dystopian novel set in near future, in a 
totalitarian Christian Theocracy named Gilead. The novel tells the story 
of Offred, a handmaid in the regime of Gilead. Due to extremely low 
reproduction rate in the state, the handmaids are assigned to bear 
children for infertile couples of elite class. They are forced to provide 
children by proxy for infertile wives of commanders. 

Offred, a handmaid in the state, narrates the story of her daily life and 
during narration she slips into the flashbacks of her life before the 
inception of Gilead, when she had a husband, a daughter and a life that 
had been a witness to the dissolution of the old America into the 
totalitarian theocracy that it is now. Offred’s tender remembrances of 
past times provide her relief from the brutality of her new life in which 
her body has become a cause of discomfort for her. Offred is kept 
alive by her inner life; her memories of the past. 

In The Handmaid’s Tale, Offred the protagonist voices her muted 
insights and sacrificed feelings. Her individual speech produces a 
profusion of words and desires that are not allowed in the Gilead. 
Offred crosses the boundaries of accepted meaning by giving voice to 
an alternative perspective and alternative discourse that continuously 
cut through the rigid logocentric structure of the Gilead regime. 

The protagonist, being at the periphery of the society of Gilead, 
expresses her inner feelings and bodily sensations; she breaks through 
the discursive law of theocracy. Though Gilead censors the creative 
self-expression, yet Offred defies the strict rules of authoritative 
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discourse by giving life to her silenced voice. Offred strives to maintain 
her identity and explore her power through narration. Offred uses her 
voice, her language to construct her subjectivity by narrating her story 
and reflecting on her past. Her identity is fully embodied in language. 

Language and identity are intertwined in the novel. Self-expression 
through language helps Offred to reconstruct her identity after she had 
been reduced to the role of handmaid. Throughout the novel, Atwood 
shows how Offred desperately desires the knowledge and language of 
which she is being deprived by the Gilead regime. Right from the 
opening pages of the novel it is evident that Offred believes that she 
can keep her identity strong by communicating for which she 
desperately desires for language, as the state of Gilead attempts to 
suppress the desire for language by instituting an official language. The 
official language tags the handmaid’s identity with the name of their 
commanders and the colour of their dress. For instance, in the opening 
chapter of the novel, Offred and the other handmaids learn each other’s 
real names by passing messages from bed to bed since handmaids 
are denied the opportunity to communicate in the Rachel and Leah 
centre where they are trained to be handmaids. Offred describes this in 
her words as, “we learnt to lip read watching each other’s mouth.” 
This highlights the importance of language in constructing one’s 
identity. Right from the early pages of the novel the idea that the 
handmaids desire language and knowledge is established in the novel. 

Offred revives her individuality by speaking her own name, the name 
that she was supposed to forget once and for all: “I keep the 
knowledge of this name like something hidden, some treasure. I’ll 
come back to dig up, one day. I think of this name as buried” (84). 
Offred silently repeats her hidden name to provide existence to her 
identity: “I want to be more than valuable. I repeat my former name; 
remind myself of, what I once could do, how others saw me” (97). 

Offred with other handmaids is compelled to live a paralysed life. She 
is not allowed to give voice to her experiences and expressions. The 
protagonist carves to break the chains of silence that have been put on 
her by the Gilead regime. She keeps reviving her memories of life 
before Gilead in order to survive. She desires to give voice to her 
repressed expressions. Offred feels herself frozen without language. 
While remembering what she felt while standing close to commander’s 
servant Nick, Offred says: “whether it is or not we are touching, two 
shapes of leather. I feel my shoe soften, blood flows into it, it grows 
warm, it becomes a skin” (81). Her words clearly demonstrate her 
desire for expression to regenerate subjectivity. 
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Offred is continuously in dialogue with the past and present which is 
an act of survival that saves her from despair and gives her an identity 
of her own: “I want to be with someone” (104). The singularity of 
Offred’s speech frees her from Gilead’s communicative constraints of 
language. In a society that censors aesthetic speech, Offred’s poetic 
discourse reactivates the lost potential of language and conditions for 
the production of meaning. She revitalizes the language which was 
extinct by the supremacy of codes. She sets against the impersonal, 
denotative scrabble game that she is made to play with the 
commander. Offred’s outpouring rhythmic words discloses her 
oppressed inner voice which she notices in natural space 
symptomatically disrupts the logocentric superstructure. According to 
Offred the garden of the commander’s wife, Serena Joy, 
communicates the invincible power of buried life energy. Offred says: 
“there is something subversive about this garden of Serena’s, a sense 
of buried things bursting upwards, wordlessly, into the light, as if to 
point, to say: whatever is silenced will clamour to be heard, though 
silently” (113).  

Throughout the novel Offred makes various attempts, even if only in 
small ways, to avert her individuality and the facts that she is a unique 
person through expressing her thoughts. To begin with, she refuses to 
say ‘my room’ (chapter 2) and later, when she does say ‘mine’ 
(chapter 8 to 9), she asserts her right over it: “There has to be some 
space, finally, that I claim as mine.” Offred’s narrative voice 
transcribed into text transcends her identity as individual, grounded 
women from that of her handmaid’s role. She convinces the readers of 
her resistance to Gilead’s values through her use of language, rather 
than the events of the story she tells. There is a marked difference 
between the language she uses to record her silenced everyday life 
and the language of her real life of feelings and memory which is 
expressed toughly in richly worked vocabulary of images. 

Gilead is a society that has abolished free access to reading and 
writing, to learning and expressing; the use of personal language is 
considered highly dangerous to the maintenance of this theocratic 
society. For example, public signs and billboards have been replaced 
by images and icons; these are considered more safe than actual 
words: “Red hexagons mean stop”(27); “a huge golden lily is the sign 
for the Lilies of the Field Shop” (33); “milk and honey store has a sign 
with three eggs, a bee, and a cow” (34); “a pork chop sign directs 
shoppers to the entrance of All Flesh” (36); “a fish with a smile and 
eyelashes is painted on a sign for the Loaves and Fishes store” (212). 
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In place of language, signs and symbols are used. Moreover, any kind 
of private conversation has been censored in the Gilead regime. The 
Aunts warn “the girls” that they shouldn’t speak to the commander’s 
wives unless they have been asked direct questions. The handmaids 
can only speak to each other’s responses suitable to their positions as 
surrogates, such as, “Blessed be the fruit” (25); “May the Lord 
open”(25); “Under his Eye” (59) and “Praise be” (364). In the state of 
Gilead handmaids’ not only speech but also their silence is scrutinized. 
Realizing the power of spoken language, Offred becomes ravenous for 
language. 

Offred, though deprived of opportunities to read and communicate, 
grasps the occasions and uses the language against the rules of the 
system. For instance, in a scene she finds a message on the floor of 
her cupboard, presumably written by a former handmaid, “in tiny 
writing, quite fresh it seemed, scratched with a pin maybe just 
fingernail, in the corner where the darkest shadow fell: Nolitete 
bastards carborundorum” (69). Even though Offred does not know 
what this means, she says, “It pleases me to ponder this message. It 
pleases me to think I’m communing with her, this unknown woman” 
(69). Though Offred did not understand the message yet the message 
becomes a letter, a prayer, and an incantation for Offred. She repeats it 
often to inspire her and give herself strength. It isn’t until later that 
commander tells Offred that this message roughly means, “Don’t let 
the bastards wear you down.” This makes the words even more 
scared to Offred, a woman being worn down by this society. These 
words give her hope that some others have also resisted the policies of 
Gilead. 

The commander provides Offred with language. For example Offred is 
invited by the commander to his office that is filled with books; certain 
rules are broken by both commander and Offred. As when Offred is in 
commander’s office, she wants to talk a lot with the commander about 
what is going on. As Offred says “I feel speech baking up inside me, 
it’s so long silence I have really talked with anyone. The terse, 
whispered exchange with Ofglen, on our walk today, hardly counts; but 
it was a tease… I want more” (239). Offered is able to find access to 
language through her relationship with commander, a man whose 
office is “an oasis of the forbidden” (117) filled with books; who let her 
play scrabble, her tongue “thick with the effort of spelling” (199); who 
lets her read magazines and books and listen to “a minute or two of 
Radio Free America, to show me he can” (217). He even lets her write, 
the pen feeling sensuous in her hand. 
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The memories of past play an important role in re-mapping Offred’s 
identity in the Gilead regime. Throughout the novel she keeps dwelling 
in her past, which clearly points out the changes that have occurred in 
her life. These memories of the past prevent Offred from becoming 
complacent and accepting her current status like other handmaids. Her 
past never lets her stop hoping for what could be done to make her 
present as good as her past. Further, Offred’s language, like her 
senses and her perceptions of the natural world, allows her to re-
establish connections with those whom she has come to love. 

Language on one hand brings Offred the fear and the frustration but on 
the other hand language brings happiness to her life. She uses verbal 
communication to connect with other people, though these 
relationships exist in secret. In the novel the information is exchanged 
through the combination of touch and speech, as Offerd hears the 
rumours “passed on to me in soundless words, the lips hardly 
moving” (213). 

Offred longs to establish contact with other oppressed women such as 
Rita and Cora, the Marthas, and this contact is possible only through 
conversation. Occasionally they may exchange some gestures but for 
the most part these relationships are discouraged and there is a great 
deal of fear and mistrust between the women due to their lack of 
communication. Despite this, Offred longs for the time when open 
communication was much a part of life as preparing daily supper. 
Offred tells us: “Today, despite Rita’s closed face and pressed lips, I 
would like to stay here, in the kitchen…. We would talk, about aches 
and pains, illness, our feet, our backs, all the different kinds of mischief 
that our bodies, like unruly children, can get into. We would nod our 
heads as punctuation to each other’s voices, signalling that yes, we 
know all about it…. How I used to despise such talk. Now I long for it. 
At least it was talk. An exchange of sorts” (13-14).  

In the novel we find enemies transforming to friends only through 
language. As Offred says, “This is something you can depend upon: 
there will always be alliances, of one kind or another” (166). The 
commander tries to establish a secret alliance with Offred, and he too 
uses language to his advantage. At first Offred has no choice in going 
to commander’s office but it is with language that he keeps her 
interested in coming back. It is in the commander’s office that she 
plays scrabble, writes with a pen, reads magazines and books, listens 
to Radio Free America and most importantly, engages in unlimited 
conversation.  
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Offred is in a subtle relationship with Nick, a man for whom her feeling 
swings between passion and mistrust. At the beginning of their 
relationship, she refers to him on more than one occasion as her flag, 
her semaphore (235), leading us to believe that perhaps verbal 
language isn’t as important to their relationship as body language. 
Passion is important to Offred as indicated by one meeting with Nick. 
“There is not much talking between us anymore, not at this stage. 
Already I am half out of my clothes. We save the talking for later” 
(346). Thus Offred has managed to create a strong bond with another 
person using her sense of touch. This bond between Nick and Offred 
strengthens as the relationship grows because they begin to 
communicate through language. At their first secret meeting, when 
they both are frightened and cautious, Nick initiates by saying, “you 
come here often?” (339). The talking continues as the two exchange 
lines from old movies that “date back to an era well before (their) own” 
(339). This initial communication helps them to be open and develops 
trust and affection. Offred starts sharing her past memories with Nick 
and even her most sacred possession, her name.” I tell him my real 
name and feel that therefore I am known” (347). This is the time where 
she starts feeling herself complete. Nick doesn’t talk much, opting to 
watch Offred’s face, but when Offred’s betrayal has been discovered 
by the commander’s wife, and Offred is in danger, it is Nick who does 
talk. Nick leads Offred out of the commander’s house and invokes her 
identity. He appeals to Offred’s fighting spirit and sense of resistance 
by using the phrase “May Day.” Secondly he addresses Offred with her 
real name acknowledging her individual identity and lastly in saying 
“trust me” he appeals to Offred’s sense of unity with him.  

Finally, Offred decides to give voice to her muted expressions and 
experiences by telling her story, as a medium to portray her individual 
identity. The Republic of Gilead has tried to silence Offred and the other 
handmaids but Offred, by this act of telling her story, voices her 
experience through her private language; she is reaching out to 
communicate, thus re-mapping her identity against the set norms of 
the Gilead regime. 

The novel portrays the tremendous power of language. Atwood 
portrays that language is a vital prerequisite for the achievement of 
power, both public and private, and that once this power has been 
achieved, naturally every important characteristic of human condition, 
memory, self-expression, self-identity, community and freedom is 
possible. Atwood’s heroine at the end turns out to be a hopeful 
survivor. She has been abused by language but she re-maps her 
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identity with the power of language, as she says,” It’s all I’m left with” 
(378).   
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THE POLITICS OF MOTHER-SON RELATIONSHIP 

IN TONI MORRISON’S SULA 

Sucharita Sharma 

In most African American literature, writers have focused majorly on 
mother-daughter relations. Not much has been written about mother- 
son relationship. The question that is frequently asked by black 
mothers while raising their sons is “how can they help develop the 
character, personality and integrity a black man-child needs to 
transcend these forces?” (King19). The pivotal theme of their 
relationship is the survival of black man. The two notable exceptions, 
Joyce Elaine King and Carolyn Ann Mitchell in their study on black 
mothers and sons have contributed a very significant observation that 
mothering manifests itself in two diametrically opposed modes of 
mothering: “mothers who whip their sons brutally ‘for their own good’ 
and mothers who love their sons to destruction through self-sacrifice 
and over- indulgence” (9).  

Mothers in Sula are neither marginalized nor romanticized. Eva Peace, 
the first mother-figure is introduced as an abandoned wife. Her 
husband BoyBoy leaves her, and she is left with “1.65 $, five eggs, 
three beets and no idea of how and what to feel. The children needed 
her and she needed money to get on with her life” (32). Overwhelmed 
with her feelings of helplessness and anxiety for her children’s needs, 
she manages to “postpone her anger for two years until she has both 
time and energy for it” (32). She is helped by her community members 
during these days because she does not have enough means to 
provide sustenance to her family. Left alone with her four children, Eva 
Peace takes the responsibility to take care of the physical, emotional 
and psychological well-being of her family. With her authoritative 
position as a mother, she can be defined as a “symbol of power.” 

Eva understands and acts according to the demands of the situation. 
She leaves her three children with Mrs. Suggs, who is her neighbour, 
and also helps her with “a bowl of peanuts” everyday when she is left 
with nothing to feed her children. Eva returns to her people with a 
missing leg after eighteen months. Mrs. Suggs plays a little, yet 
significant role from the point of view of African American traditions of 
mothering. She reminds us of Baby Suggs in Beloved. A parallel can 
be drawn between the two characters in their role as ‘other mother’ to 
Sethe and Eva’s children during their absence. 
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As a mother, Eva can go to any extent to ensure the physical well- 
being of her children. When her son Plum is a baby, her attempts to 
save him are one of the marked struggles of her life. It is winter and, 
“he stopped having bowel movements” (33). She massages his 
stomach. Mrs. Suggs gives her some castor oil but nothing works. He 
“cried and fought so they couldn’t get much down his throat anyway. 
He seemed in great pain and his shrieks were pitched high outrage and 
suffering away…he gagged, choked and looked as though he was 
strangling to death” (33-4). Eva resolves to take a last step for her 
son’s relief: 

Deep in darkness and freezing stench she squatted down, 
turned the baby down over her knees, exposed his buttocks 
and had shoved the last bit of food she had in the world…up 
his ass. Softening the insertion with the dab of lard, she 
probed with her middle finger to loosen his bowels. Her 
fingernails snagged what felt like a pebble; she pulled it out 
and others followed (34). 

Eva finally realizes that she cannot afford to rely on others. She will 
have to struggle on her own and she decides to leave her children for 
some time. When she comes back with her missing leg, not much is 
known about the reason of this loss. From the beginning, she is 
portrayed as a harsh and practical woman and a heroic character by 
her courage to lose and gain. She is not scared of any aftermaths. 
When she comes back, she returns with all modes of sustenance. She 
clears her debts to Mrs. Suggs, builds a house on Carpenter’s road 
and rents it later. Eva’s independent status makes her rank and 
position equal to that of the head of a family. She attains a primary 
status, not secondary in her family as well as society.  

Like other black women, even Eva “could not afford the luxuries of 
motherhood as non-economically productive, female occupation” (49).  
Her role proves that in black people’s culture and community, 
motherhood is emphasized over wifedom and these women’s roles as 
economic provider means that the role of a wife is less operative than 
the role of a mother. The reasons for Eva’s missing leg remain a 
mystery throughout the novel. This kind of portrayal with unrevealed 
facts is similar to many other interpretations of maternal acts in 
Morrison’s novels, which are not openly discussed and revealed but 
are left open for various analyses by the readers. 

In Sula, Eva shocks its readers through her startling decision and 
unacceptable action. She reminds us of Sethe in Beloved who has 
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empowered herself with the authority to take back her daughter’s life 
because she has given her that life. Eva’s mothering also transcends 
all extreme emotions. Her decision to burn her son to death challenges 
all constructs of the dominating ideologies of motherhood. Eva, like 
Sethe, exercises her freedom beyond her maternal rights by burning 
her son because she knows that by doing so she is relieving him from 
a slow death that he will suffer due to his drug addiction. Her action is 
a step towards her son’s eternal peace to release him from all painful 
aftermaths.  

The opening and closing of this scene express the dichotomy of 
maternal love that is a very common behavioural response of black 
mothers. This is exhibited when they have to decide the best for their 
child in extreme situations. When Morrison prepares us for the scene, 
Eva’s motherly love and affectionate expression heightens the warmth 
of this intensely tragic scene where a son is cuddled like an infant in 
his mother’s arms. We are given a slight indication of Eva’s guilt by her 
behaviour. The scene resonates with her memories of that night when 
she saves her son from acute bowel pains and realizes and fulfils her 
duty as the only caretaker of her child. On the present night, she is 
determined to do something which is within the sole jurisdiction of a 
mother. She is cradling and ‘rocking’ him, controlled by a distinct 
emotion that is revealed in usual outbursts of maternal anguish. Her 
anger is actually a manifestation of her love because for black mothers 
violent actions are often attempts to assert their authority over their 
loved ones. Plum, in his mother’s arms: “Opened his eyes and saw 
what he imagined was the great wing of an eagle pouring a wet 
lightness over him. Some kind of blessing, some kind of baptism, he 
thought. Everything is going to be all right, it said…where the kerosene 
soaked Plum lay in snug delight” (47). 

A close reading of this scene posturizes Plum in a consecrated realm 
of relief, the “great wing” of Eva is a preservative for Plum, “blessing” 
for him, preserving him by her love. The combined images of Water 
and Light conglomerate to accord a sacred sanctity to the scene and it 
maintains the idea that Eva has succeeded in providing reincarnation to 
Plum. In comparison to Sethe in Beloved, "The images of ritual and 
renewal promise a rebirth from death. Eva kills Plum so that he may be 
reborn….When a child is in pain, the first desire and duty of the mother 
is to put an end to child’s suffering" (O' Reilley 149). The quote 
supports the argument that it is the power of Eva’s love which permits 
her to salvage her son by all necessary and possible means.  
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The mother-son relation also juxtaposes Plum’s weak manhood with 
Eva’s strong womanhood and motherhood. It is not only the relational 
binary of strong/weak individuals which is echoing the novel but also a 
constant reminder of her failed mothering to Eva. When Plum suffers 
from severe pains in her childhood, the dreadful night and its darkness 
generate a sense of guilt in her mother who holds herself responsible 
for her son’s pain. Eva thinks, “Something must be wrong with my 
milk” (33). Milk, breasts and womb are symbols of a woman’s fertility 
and maternity and focus on her primary role as a mother. She counters 
this moment, replete with introspected thoughts of failed mothering for 
the second time when she is killing her son. But this time, her decision 
categorizes her under the two extremes of good and bad and 
successful and unsuccessful mother. If that night she justifies her 
“good mothering,” this night she is not holding her son Plum, but her 
futile mothering in her arms. Plum’s futile masculinity reminds her of 
her husband BoyBoy. Her excess love proves disastrous for her son. 
Her attempts to bequeath everything to Plum spoil him damagingly. 
When he returns from war, “his hair had been neither cut nor combed 
in months, his clothes were pointless and he had no socks….Eva 
waited”(45) for a long time, but it proves  no good. A black mother is 
the “heart in the hand” that enables the children to “face forward with 
feet on the ground and be themselves”(O’ Reilley 19). But it proves 
wrong when Eva experiences her motherhood as a site of oppression. 
She cannot bear Plum’s“infantile fixation” and then decides to get rid 
of her son who has badly failed in his maleness. 

In her novels, Toni Morrison shows that men reach a state of 
completion through their identification with the ancestral memory that 
they embody. Eva’s high spirited maternal care and her determination 
and resolution to be the pillar of her household for her children’s 
survival does not allow her to accept any proofs of her botched 
maternal care, unsuccessful fostering of values and broken connec-
tions to one’s heritage. She refuses to accept the shadow of her futile 
mothering and finally stamps her victory by conferring salvation upon 
her son. Plum’s weak personality and his tendency to depend on some 
external support, in turn, spoil his sense of self-belief and to add to it, 
he finally loses his masculinity without his mother. 

Literally and symbolically, this murder soils and crushes the image of 
“good mother.” While combating these dualities in the minds of a 
mother, Eva finally sweeps off all doubts and ambiguities. “Any doubts 
she may have had in going forth with her intended murder are put to 
rest when, feeling thirsty, she sips what she sees as a strawberry 
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drink, only to find out that it is water stained with blood”(47). Water is 
a symbol of purity and running life, but here it has been tainted by 
Plum’s addiction as he has tainted his life. Red is the colour of death 
and blood, similarly, red water foreshadows the event of Plum’s death. 
By her act, Eva as a mother actually demarcates the boundaries for her 
son. She is convinced that he is trying to crawl back into her womb, 
which is suggestive of an unbreakable and natural attachment between 
mother and child. The mother’s harsh decision to act as a sole 
authority over her son’s life overpowers her concerns as a mother and 
she prefers that he should die as a human rather than live as an adult 
infant.    

To use Carl Jung’s terms, Eva is both a “loving and terrible 
mother”(82). Michele Pessoni elaborates on this phrase and writes: 
“Eva is no passive receptacle…[nor she] is indifferent destroyer 
swallowing up life, but a maternal force who desperately loves her son 
and wants to preserve rather than destroy his manhood” (444-5). In 
her effort to maintain her authority, she destroys her body. O’ Reilley 
has made a strong and convincing argument that the scene of a son’s 
murder distresses the reader “precisely because Eva claims a maternal 
power that upsets her comfortable notions of maternal powerlessness, 
particularly that which pertains to black women, who are expected to 
be powerless in a racist and sexist culture” (119).  

In his book Symbols of Transformation, Carl Jung has briefly examined 
the incest taboo as it appears in myth. Contrary to Sigmund Freud, he 
believes that the “basis of the ‘incestuous’ desire is not a cohabitation 
but….the idea of becoming a child again, of returning to the parental 
share, and of entering into the mother in order to be reborn through 
her” (223-4). When Eva responds to Hannah’s questions about the 
reasons behind Plum’s death, there is a surreptitious indication that he 
had a desire to lie down with his mother. While developing the idea of 
this kind of desire, Jung mentions that it is first hidden in the child and 
secondly, it is an ever longing desire which is figurative of a longing for 
rebirth. But there is no explanation to the functioning of this desire from 
a mother’s perspective. Eva sees no other exit and escape for her son 
except his death. 

Eva adequately answers Hannah’s questions but “it was like two 
people talking at same time” (71). Her agony and pain echo her 
hardships and her grief that voice her helplessness on the weakness of 
her son. She replies as if she is justifying her action as a strong and 
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resilient matriarch who lives with a single aim to provide basic 
necessities to her children in the wake of harsh struggles of life: 

He give me such a time. Such a time. Look like he didn’t 
even want to be born. But he come on out. Boys is hard to 
bear….It was such a carryin’ on to get him born and to keep 
him alive. Just to keep his little heart beating and his little old 
lungs cleared….After all that carryin’ on, just getting’ him out 
and keepin’ him alive,, he wanted to crawl back in my womb 
and well….There was space for him in my womb. And he 
was crawlin’ back. Being helpless and thinking baby 
thoughts and dreaming baby dreams and messing up his 
pants again and smiling all the time….I had room in my 
heart but not in my womb….I birthed him once, I couldn’t do 
it again….I couldn’t birth him twice (71). 

It is not only Eva’s maternal anguish on her weak and emotionally 
crippled and physically maimed son, but also the distressed belief of a 
mother who can view her son’s future destruction behind his weak and 
faintly smiling face. She tries to justify her act and neatly adds: “But I 
held him close first. Real close. Sweet Plum. My baby boy” (72). 

In her book Mother-Daughter Plot, Marianne Hirsch further elaborates 
on such articulation and exercise of a mother’s anger as Eva’s and 
writes:  

A mother cannot articulate anger as a mother; to do so she 
must step out of a culturally circumscribed role which 
commands mothers to be caring and nurturing to others, 
even at the expense of themselves….To be angry moreover 
is to create a space of separation, to isolate oneself 
temporarily; such breaks in connection, such disruptions of 
relationship again challenge the role that not only 
psychoanalysis, but also culture itself assign to mothers 
(170). 

If Eva’s anger is marked by her isolation from her defined roles, then 
there is also a subdued emotion of anger and frustration because of 
her husband who has abandoned her and left her with poverty, scarcity 
and unfed children. 

Such analysis of maternal love and subdued anger raises all 
possibilities of confronting the social and cultural status of an angry 
and abandoned mother. Eva’s frustrated and subdued range of 
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emotions can be well interpreted when we examine this murder as a 
perfect demonstration of her controlled anger. 

To conclude, we can adequately support the above analysis with few 
lines written by Meher Pestonji in Sadakchaap:  

After you’re born  

You cannot fit back  

Into Mother’s womb   

You have no choice 

 But to bump, bruise, bleed 

 And still crawl on and on… 
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CONFLICT BETWEEN ID AND SUPEREGO: AN 

APPRAISAL OF STRINDBERG’S MISS JULIA 

Reefaqat Husain 

August Strindberg (1849-1912) did not delve into grandiloquent 
themes for his plays. His plays revolve around the domestic plots in 
which men and women are depicted ensnared in incessant process of 
cruel and all consuming sexual relationships. When Miss Julia was 
published in 1888, it shocked its early reviewers. The play was banned 
throughout Europe. In Sweden, Strindberg’s native country, it was not 
produced until 1906. “Of course the root of contention in the play 
stemmed from its frank portrayal of sex. Not only does Miss Julia 
contain a sexual encounter between a lower class servant and an 
upper class lady, the play clearly describes the sex act as something 
apart from the concept of love” (Chapter 3, August Strindberg’s Miss 
Julia 47). 

This sex act is not the result of any love between them but it is the 
demand of the id which attracts them to each other. She does not 
enshrine any emotional feeling in her for him as a lover but it is her 
hyperactive mind that drives her into his arms. According to Sigmund 
Freud (1856-1939) the mind has three aspects: id, ego and superego. 
Id is the reservoir of the libidinal desires, it seeks pleasure in life, while 
ego stands for reason and reality, and superego stands for morality, 
propriety and social conformity. Id contains the desires which are 
mostly unconscious but they have strong influences on our action. 
Social values, rules, taboos, norms concerning sexuality, which we 
internalize consciously or unconsciously, form a large part of superego 
or our sense of right and wrong. So, when under the pressure of 
unconscious desires of id, we are led to some activities that do not 
conform to the values defined by society, we feel guilty due to the 
superego or the cultural taboos that we have internalized through social 
programming. The eponymous heroine Miss Julia is led to have sexual 
relationship with her valet to gratify the socially prohibited desires of 
sex without an eye at that time to consequences but the conscious 
feelings of superego make her feel guilty to have sexual liaison prior to 
marriage, particularly with a man belonging to a lower social standard. 
Like all other women Miss Julia is also programmed by social taboos 
attached to sexual impulses to keep her sexual desires quiescent prior 
to marriage. The relationships between id and superego render inquisi-
tive probe into our social and cultural structure and expose how social 
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values affect our actions and compel us to have absolute conformity to 
them. The play Miss Julia represents the double standards of the 
society; firstly the social taboos prohibit a person to have sexual 
gratification prior to marriage, secondly it is a matter of greater shame 
and guilt to form sexual contact with a person belonging to inferior 
social rank. That is why Miss Julia has to face greater pernicious 
consequences for her transgression with her servant. The tragedy Miss 
Julia brings on surface are due to the destructive forces of the society 
that keep pushing Miss Julia into the abysmal depth of despair and 
hopelessness. Raymond Williams’ definition of tragedy is appropriately 
applicable to Miss Julia; tragedy is “the conflict between an individual 
and the forces that destroy him (her)” (Williams 113). 

Strindberg is acknowledged by the common consent of diverse critics 
as having uncommon insight into the hypocrisy of his society’s gender 
roles and sexual morality. Characters in Miss Julia are stranded in the 
two opposite forces: physical impulse and social morality. Strindberg, 
a neurotic and troubled person, responded more to the emotional eddy 
of his characters than to superficial reality. Strindberg endeavors to 
create a complex imitation of psychological rather than surface reality. 
He conceives Miss Julia as a mimesis of interiority because he 
believes that “psychological processes are what interest the people of 
our own day more than anything else. Our souls, so eager for 
knowledge, cannot rest satisfied with seeing what happens, but must 
also learn how it comes to happen!” (Strindberg 111).  

Strindberg offers reflection of human psyches in overt or covert 
conflict with themselves and with others. Miss Julia is trained by her 
mother as a man-hating woman. She is brought up not as an 
aristocratic lady but a man. Therefore, she is ambivalent about her 
sexual identity. Her mother used to make her dress as a boy and 
trained her in all the skills of the boys. According to Declan Kiberd’s 
Strindberg’s Villains: The New Woman as Predator, the countess being 
alienated from her husband, projects male figure in her daughter in 
order to fulfill the emotional gap created due to the lack of a man in her 
life. Kiberd notes: “She [the countess] recreates in her daughter the 
male companion she cannot find in her husband; and while she 
defrauds her husband in business and betrays him in life, she teaches 
her daughter to vow eternal enmity to sex” (Kiberd 34). 

This upbringing of Miss Julia affects a personality disorder in her. She 
grows up as a man-hating woman. That is why she is torn apart 
between the demand of id and that of superego. Like her, a number of 
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his characters are torn between two extremes: the desire of taking 
pleasure in life and the urge of maintaining the moral standard of the 
class to which they belong. In terms of psychoanalysis they undergo 
the conflict between id and superego.  

Strindberg titles this play Miss Julia: A Naturalistic Play. A naturalistic 
play should be realistic, and a probing into the result of a careful study 
of human behavior and psychology. Strindberg brings out the latent 
conflict undergoing the unconscious mind of Miss Julia. We expunge 
from our consciousness so many physical and psychological 
requirements that are prohibited to be exercised in society. Human 
behavior and actions are motivated by these repressed desires that are 
now stored in our unconscious or subconscious mind. These unful-
filled desires exert themselves and influence our personality beyond 
our knowledge in different ways. Miss Julia’s actions are also 
motivated by her unconscious desires of id. Sprinchorn in his 
Strindberg as Dramatist states that Strindberg tries “to bring the 
unconscious to stage with such intimacy [that] inner life becomes 
outer life” (49). 

Id is the only element of our personality that survives even from our 
birth. All our instinctual impulses, particularly our sexual and agg-
ressive drives, our bodily cravings, needs, wants and desires are the 
demands of id. Postponement of immediate gratification of the desires 
of id affects personality distortion in the person concerned. Under the 
pressure of maintaining social decorum of aristocracy Miss Julia 
wriggles out of fulfillment of the demands of id. That is why she reacts 
in a queer and hysteric way. Hysteria is traditionally considered a 
female disease, and in the late-nineteenth century was defined as a 
mental illness that comes forth when a woman fails or refuses to 
accept her sexual desires and does not become a sexual object. As 
Miss Julia hails from an aristocratic family with all paraphernalia of 
servants, she is expected to have company with the people of the 
same pedigree and to keep distance from lower section of society. But 
it is the instinctual drive for pleasure, the elementary requirement of id 
that coerces Miss Julia to mix up and to dance with her gamekeeper 
and valet. Under the overwhelming impact of desires for pleasure she 
forgets all ranks and positions. This pleasure-seeking craziness in Miss 
Julia astonishes Jean. He tells Christine: “Tonight Miss Julia is crazy 
again; absolutely crazy. . . I saw the young lady leading the dance with 
the gamekeeper. But when she caught sight of me, she rushed right up 
to me and asked me to dance the ladies’ waltz with her. And even 
she’s been waltzing like – well, I never saw the like of it” (117-118). 
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When Jean suggests that her involvement with the servants might taint 
her aristocratic image, her super-ego feelings are aroused and she 
becomes conscious of her superior position and says that “I, the 
mistress of the house, deign to honor this dance with my presence, 
and when it so happens that I actually want to dance with one who 
knows how to lead, so that I am not made ridiculous” (121). For 
sometime she resists the intense desires of id but she is unconscious 
of the fact that she is dominated by the demand of id which requires 
urgent contentment of the hunger for pleasure and makes her forget 
her rank: “To-night we should enjoy ourselves with a lot of happy 
people, and all rank should be forgotten. Now give me your arm” 
(121). Id is the impulsive and unconscious component of our psyche 
which responds directly and immediately to the instincts. Miss Julia’s 
impulsive sex drive comes to the front when she happens to see Jean 
“[putting his arm around her (Christine’s) waist.] and [is unpleasantly 
surprised; speaks with forced gaiety.] Yes, you are a fine partner – 
running away from your lady” (122). Julia’s first image in the play is 
that of a sadist as she orders Jean to kiss her shoe: “And you must 
also kiss my shoe in order to get it just right” (124). She inherited her 
mother’s hatred of men, that is why she gets sexual pleasure by 
inflicting pains on others and that is obvious when she trains her fiancé 
with a riding whip celebrating about the rack of male sex. When Jean 
asks her why she got engaged if she didn’t want to be submissive to 
any man, she confesses “in order to make him my slave.” Again her 
erotic desires are discernable when she sits him down and tilts his 
head to remove the speck from his eye, she feels his biceps and says: 
“big strong fellow like you. [Feels his biceps.] And with such arms!”  
(127).  

Conflict between id and superego gives a clue into the dichotomy 
prevalent in the upper echelon of society: the dichotomy between the 
reality and appearance. In spite of intense demand of id for pleasure by 
mixing up with all kinds of people, the patricians suppress their 
genuine feelings for pleasure due to social values and standards laid 
down by the elite to maintain their distinction from the commonalty. 
Although over-powered by the inevitable demand of id for the corporeal 
gratification, Miss Julia’s cravings are thwarted because the idealistic 
principles internalized by her forbid her mixing up among her servants 
for simple merriment. Strindberg makes a psychological dissection of 
his characters and Miss Julia in particular. Otto Heller rightly says that 
Strindberg's plays in general  are "typical case of certain mental and 
moral maladies which somehow during his time were more or less 



48                                                                                    Re-Markings 

 

 

 

epidemic throughout the lettered world" or possibly as a valuable case 
study in the "unexplored field of analytic psychology" (Heller 73,92). 
Miss Julia, pining for mundane recreation, lacks capability enough to 
break the walls implying the discrimination between the underdogs and 
the well-to-do. These divergent yearnings in Miss Julia dissect her 
desperately; that is why, her valet Jean observes some whimsicalities 
that are evidently discernable in her activities. Miss Julia says: 

Life, men, everything – just a mush that floats on top of the 
water until it sinks, sinks down! I have a dream that comes 
back to me ever so often. And just now I am reminded of it. I 
have climbed to the top of a column and sit there without 
being able to tell how to get down again. I get dizzy when I 
look down, and I must get down, but I haven’t the courage to 
jump off. I cannot hold on, and I am longing to fall, and yet I 
don’t fall. But there will be no rest for me until I get down, no 
rest until I get down, down on the ground. And if I did reach 
the ground, I should want to get still farther down, into the 
ground itself (126). 

Jean, the valet of Miss Julia, has been famishing in the want of 
gratifying his sensual hankering with Miss Julia due to his poverty. He 
has acceded to the acceptance of mediocre position as a valet only to 
get hold of Miss Julia to quench his dissipated thirst. Under the 
unavoidable pressure of id he forgets his position and that of Miss Julia 
and the consequences engendering through this audacious under-
taking. The sexual instinct of id has dominated him so overwhelmingly 
that he is all set to face any impending menace to fulfill his desires that 
have been latent so far, coming forth only in his dreams as he 
confesses to Miss Julia: “My dream is that I am lying under a tall tree 
in a dark wood. I want to get up to the top, so that I can look out over 
the smiling landscape, where the sun is shining, and so that I can rob 
the nest in which lie the golden eggs. And I climb and climb, but the 
trunk is so thick and smooth, and it is so far to the first branch. But I 
know that if I could only reach that first branch, then I should go right 
on to the top as on a ladder. I have not reached it yet, but I am going 
to, if it only be in my dreams” (126).  

Both Miss Julia and Jean are young when sensual feelings are on their 
threshold to be fulfilled. But the positions of both create impediments in 
their unison to fulfill the demands of id. Jean’s position is too low to 
raise himself upto his goal and Julia’s is too high to lower herself to 
reach her goal where the corporal requirements of id can meet their 
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fulfillment. Both of them are cognizant of the walls of standards and 
values hoisted between the haves and the have-nots by the societal 
rules forming the super-ego of a person. Super-ego incorporating the 
values and morals of society which are learned from one's parents and 
others, keeps Jean’s hankerings for pleasure with Julia pent-up. Both 
of them come on the equal pedestal only at the “moment of seduction, 
in the arms of the great democratized sex” (Brustein 157). 

It is sometimes detrimental to constrain one’s desires. Jeans’ 
suppression of his cravings for pleasure made him sick in desperation. 
He frankly confesses to Julia; “I have been fond of a lot of girls, and 
once I was taken sick because I couldn’t have the one I wanted: sick, 
you know, like those princes in the Arabian Nights who cannot eat or 
drink for sheer love” (128). As he was born “in the cotter’s hovel, 
together with seven other children, and a pig” (129), it was impossible 
for “a cotter’s child” to “get into the park and play with the count’s 
daughter” (129). Jean’s miserable condition gives a clue into the 
predicament of the poor who, cherishing intense desire for pleasure in 
the company of upper class people, are thwarted into desperation and 
deprivation. It was under the pressure of intense desire of the sheer 
carnal nature that Jean as child “crawled under the pile of weeds – into 
stinging thistles and wet, ill-smelling dirt” (129) only to get a sight of 
Julia. 

As already stated, super-ego is the internalization of the cultural values 
learned through one’s parents. It is a type of conscience that punishes 
misdemeanors with feelings of guilt. When Julia’s ego gives in to her 
id’s demands, her super-ego or conscience is also aroused to make 
her feel guilty of what she committed. Society’s norms and regulation 
prohibit the fulfillment of id’s impulses such as sex and belligerence. 
Julia feels guilty of her transgression as she says to Jean: “Do you 
think I am going to stay under this roof as your concubine? Do you 
think I’ll let people point their fingers at me? Do you think I can look my 
father in the face after this? No, take me away from here, all this 
humiliation and disgrace! Oh! What have I done? My God, my God . . . 
Can there be another human being on earth so unhappy as I am at this 
moment? . . . [On her knees, with folded hands] O God in heaven, 
make an end of this wretched life! Take me out of the filth into which I 
am sinking! Save me! Save me!  (136-137). 

She is terrified to think how she would face her father and the society 
whose parameter to judge the sanctity of womanhood does not allow 
her to have any pre-marital sexual alliance. Her super-ego or con-
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science born out of this parameter makes her feel herself, out of the 
feelings of guilt, as a ‘wretched creature’ to be deserved no better than 
“beasts and prostitutes” who have no right to be associated with 
common walks of life. According to Archibald Henderson, Miss Julia is 
marred by "sex disillusionment" (Henderson 52). Henderson was 
impressed with Strindberg’s explicit misogynistic attitude expressed in 
his preface where he says, “Miss Julia is a modern character," a type 
of "half-woman,” “selling herself nowadays for power, decorations, 
distinctions, diplomas, as formerly for money” (107). But Miss Julia 
meets her tragic end not because she was avaricious for all these 
covetous things but because, first she could not resist the desires of id 
for pleasure and then the demand of superego compels her for the 
scarification of her life as the punishment for the violation of social 
values and decorum. In fact the norms associated with sex etiquette 
which she has learned from her parents and society force her to the 
path of desperation and frustration. Being unable to dissociate herself 
from the rules governing socially acceptable behavior, in the form of 
super-ego, she commits suicide.  
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QUEST FOR IDENTITY IN 

ANITA NAIR’S LADIES COUPE 

Sonia Jain 
Dress in Sarees, be girl  
Be wife, they said. Be embroiderer,  
be cook, be a quarreler with servants.  
Fit in, Oh, Belong, cried the categorizers.  
                                    – Kamala Das (Das 60)  

Women in earlier fiction including that written by women authors are 
portrayed from a standpoint determined by non-feminist realistic 
concerns and so the characteristic feminine stereotype emerge in 
novel after novel highlighting the time honoured feminine traits of silent, 
passive, persevering, tolerant sufferer possessing the inexhaustible 
reservoirs of personal endurance only to preserve family peace and 
social order. Around the time that Kamala Das began writing her 
allegedly outrageous and discomfortingly frank poems and Anita Desai 
started tearing apart one by one the thin phony trapping that kept 
women hidden away from the vision of truth with all her personal 
anguishes, her sense of obliteration and self negation, her crushed 
individuality and disfigured identity – there dawned a new age in Indian 
English Fiction initiated by women which made the readers sit up and 
discard their smug, middle class, cozy ideas and get prepared to face 
the reality in all its nakedness. 

Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupe, which came in 2002, portrays the dilemma 
of women in a patriarchal setup. The author probes deeper into her 
characters and there is remarkable insight, solidarity and humour in the 
story. This wonderfully atmospheric, deliciously warm novel takes the 
readers into the heart of women’s lives in contemporary India revealing 
how the dilemmas that women face in their relationships with 
husbands, mothers, friends, employers and children are the same the 
world over. 

Ladies Coupe traces the lives of six women as they travel in the ladies 
compartment of the train. The chief protagonist Akhila or Akhilandesh-
wari is 45 years old. She is single and an income tax clerk who has 
never been allowed to live outside her roles as a daughter, sister, aunt 
and a provider. So she decides to get a one way train ticket to the 
seaside town of Kanyakumari, to be alone for the first time in her life. 
She is determined to break free of all her conservative Tamil Brahmin 
life which has bound her to the daily trite life. Dianne Hales gives an 
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eloquent epigraph to the first part of her book Just Like a Woman: “A 
woman is a foreign land of which though there he settle young,/ A man 
will never quite understand./ The custom, politics and tongue” (Hales 
1). 

Akhila’s family does not think of her as an individual who must have 
her own desires. There is conflict between her desires and her sense 
of inherited morality and this inherited morality appears false and 
hypocritical. Akhila’s dreams are full of guilt and humiliation because 
she has sexual fantasies and she is ashamed of them. Her father dies 
in a road accident and she gets the job in his place and she encounters 
sexual assaults in the crowded bus in her daily journey to office. She 
enjoys them and she shares her experiences, “Akhila wore her sari like 
all women of her age did, an inch below the navel. Only old women 
and pregnant women wore their saris above the navel. Between the 
blouse and the skirt of the sari were almost eight inches of exposed 
skin veiled by a layer of the sari and it was here protected by the cover 
of the fabric, that the hand chose to gambol and play” (Ladies Coupe 
139). 

Akhila tries to escape from the boredom of her routine life by making a 
journey to Kanyakumari. Journey itself is a quest, a search for her 
identity. The angst of characters is insightfully delineated by Anita Nair. 
In the intimate atmosphere of the ladies coupe she meets 5 other 
women: – Janaki, Margaret, Shanti, Prabha Devi, Sheela and 
Marikolunthu. As she listens to their stories, the most private moments 
of their life, she begins to wonder: “Can a woman stay single and be 
happy or does a woman need a man to feel complete? In the space of 
one night the women change her life with their stories, while at the 
same time, reminding her to think for herself” (Nair, Synopsis of Ladies 
Coupe). 

Each fellow passenger has a story of her own to narrate but all of them 
have one thing in common and that is their search for the real meaning 
of life. The oldest of the co-passengers is Janaki who learnt to love the 
man she married as per time-honoured notion of orthodox society. She 
is someone who always has a man to protect her – first her father, 
then her brother, her husband and after her husband it would be her 
son. Like Nanda Kaul in Fire on the Mountain (Anita Desai) she has 
closed the doors of the world to herself and made her home her 
kingdom fulfilling the only duties for which she was born – a good 
mother and a good wife. Is a woman only meant to bear and rear 
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children? She indeed belongs to an earlier generation who had no 
problems with patriarchal society.  

The 14 year old Sheela is generations apart from Janaki but still with a 
mental maturity she surpasses her age. Her perception is very sharp 
and she has the ability to look beyond things with keen insight what 
others cannot. 

Margaret Shanti is a Chemistry teacher who got married to Ebenezer 
Paulraj who was a dominating husband, mean, selfish egoist and 
chauvinist. She loved him blindly but soon after her marriage she 
realizes that her husband was not the knight in shining armour that she 
expected him to be but an insensitive, self-obsessed despot who 
transforms Margaret’s love into hatred: “From an ambitious and 
brilliant student who wants to chart out a career of her own, she 
becomes a dutiful wife; she is persuaded to do B.Ed. though she 
wanted to do Ph.D. She has to work wherever her husband works” 
(Ladies Coupe 99). A woman with a brilliant academic career and a 
warm and vibrant personality is reduced to a silent spectator. We are 
reminded of Shashi Deshpande’s Roots and Shadows: “Now I dress 
the way I want. As I please. As I please?  No that’s not true. When I 
look in the mirror, I think of Jayant. When I dress I think of Jayant. 
When I undress, I think of him. Always what he wants. What he would 
like. What would please him? And I can’t blame him…. It’s the way I 
would like it to be (Deshpande 49). 

The same dominance we find in Ebenezer, a parallel to Jayant. He asks 
her to cut off her hair, to abort her first pregnancy. She chooses flattery 
as a weapon to teach him a lesson and she is compelled to do so. She 
feeds him fatty food and turns him into a fat, quiet, easy man who 
seeks her help for every task. It was Margaret who made him fat she 
confesses: “I, Margaret Shanti, did it with.... To erode his self esteem 
and shake the very foundation of his being” (Ladies Coupe 97). 

Anita Nair emphasizes how patriarchy shows its ugly face from cradle 
to grave, when parents are more concerned about the boys than the 
girls through the character of Prabha Devi. Her father is not happy 
when she is born. He says, “If you ask me, a daughter is a bloody 
nuisance” (Ladies Coupe 27). When she turns eighteen, this demure 
girl is married to a diamond merchant’s son. After her marriage, her life 
changes into machinery, doing household chores, waiting for her 
husband to come home. Nair’s version of the old nursery rhyme of 
Prabha Devi’s condition must touch a raw nerve in every subaltern 
woman: “Prabha Devi, Prabha Devi, where have you been? I became a 
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woman, neither heard nor seen. Prabha Devi, Prabha Devi what did 
you do there? I waited and waited till ash speckled my hair” (Ladies 
Coupe 84). A week after her 40th birthday she realized that somewhere 
in the process of being a good wife, a good daughter-in-law and good 
mother she forgot to be herself and that’s when she learns to strike a 
balance between being what she wants to be and being what she is 
expected to be. 

Marikolunthu is a pathetic figure and is a realistic picture of the humble 
and miserable peasantry women. She has to face male oppression 
heavily. When she was a kid she worked at Chettiar’s house to help her 
mother raise her brothers and when she grew up her innocence was 
destroyed by a man who was determined to have her carnal knowledge 
without her consent. She becomes the mother of an illegitimate child. 
She had seen it all from poverty to lesbianism but all through her life 
she stood up for what she believed in. She was untutored, bucolic, 
unsophisticated but she did the right thing without bothering for the 
society: “In the end she decided to measure happiness as Muthu’s 
mother” (Ladies Coupe 55). 

Each of the women is finely drawn. Each is caught in a net of 
relationships partly of her own making and partly one that is “made” 
for her. It is a saga of modern Indian womanhood, which like her 
heroine tingles with old desires and new hopes. Akhila’s mother 
belonged to the old school of thought. She taught Akhila that a perfect 
woman is one who blends with the environment: “A wife is inferior to 
the husband. A woman is not meant to take on the man’s role or the 
Gods would have made her so” (Ladies Coupe 57). This is what her 
mother tried to drill into her mind. But this very mother of Akhila on 
becoming a widow expected her daughter to play the man of the 
house. Yet, in spite of being the bread earner of the family, when Akhila 
asks why she  needs to take permission from her younger brothers to 
go on an office tour, she is told by Amma, “You might be older but you 
are a woman and they are men of the family” (Ladies Coupe 150). 

Akhila and her friends are on the threshold of self discovery. The 
manner in which Nair relates these transformations is in turn revelatory 
and redeeming. Her tale is light enough to relieve the tedium of a long 
journey and yet filled with the incantatory power to burn up the tracks 
to seek a new destination. By narrating the stories of these six women, 
Nair moves them from a state of passivity and absence into a state of 
active presence from the kitchen and the bedroom to the street and the 
world at large. 
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These are the stories which can be grouped together; they make a 
single story of women rediscovering their soul, their spirits, their 
bodies and their identity. The coupe becomes a metaphor for a utopian 
world that is liberated from patriarchy. It is a world that is not 
characterized by false binaries. Hence the conscious step taken by 
Akhila at the end of the novel, an action that aims to overcome the 
contradictions that are characteristic of the traditional world and its 
essential determinant: that is alienation. Nair’s portrayal of Indian 
society highlights the age-old tendency to conventionalize the 
stereotyped image and oppression of woman under the guise of 
patriarchal social organisation.  

India as a coupe for women is most effective technical tour de force 
devised by the author. The allegory of six women, who despite their 
diversities are linked together, is an effective device. Sharing is an 
essential problem for women since they play a secondary role in 
modern India. They have no say, no desires. Things and decisions are 
forced on them. Earlier women submitted themselves, now they are 
forced to submit. Their conscience rebels against the injustice of their 
position. Society is not ready to give equal position to women. They 
are money-earners, bread-earners but not masters. Seen through 
manifestation of male chauvinism, gender imbalance pervades 
everywhere in the novel. Women characters articulate the sense of 
being deprived of personal dignity, personal identity, personal say and 
personal position. Women in India are still treated as the minority class 
and are expected to silently compromise. They feel cheated by life 
itself and the search for identity goes on and on. 
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THE NOVEL: DEAD OR RESURRECTED? 

Dhananjay Kumar Singh 

Death of a novel is a peculiar phrase. Its peculiarity consists in the fact 
that it does not exactly denote the physical disappearance of the 
English Novel. It is true that there is a whole host of writers who have 
been occupied with this question of the end of the novel. Even as early 
as Ortega (Decline of the Novel,1925) and Walter Benjamin(Crisis of 
the Novel,1930) took up the question. The plight of the novel drew the 
attention of Gore Vidal and Barth (Death of the Novel, 1969) and it 
arose with Sukenica during the fifties and sixties. Still no less far- 
reaching observations came from schools, Bradbury, Bergonzi and 
Eagleton among others. Bergonzi finds the modern novel “not in a state 
of high vitality,” whereas to Scholes it has come closer to 
disintegration today than it has been before. One critic reminds us of 
the funerary notices being issued, while Tom Wolfe goes to the extent 
of predicting the displacement of the novel by New Journalism. What is 
most baffling is the statement of a novelist who talks about the art and 
craft of the novel in these words, “I began to write fiction on the 
assumption that the true enemies of the novel were plot, character, 
setting and theme, and having once abandoned these familiar ways of 
thinking about fiction, totality of vision or structure was really all that 
remained and structure – verbal and psychological coherence – is still 
my largest concern as a writer” (Bradbury 7). 

Does it sound intriguing and paradoxical that this writer is dispensing 
with the main constituents of the novel and yet claims to be a novelist. 
In fact the novelist is pointing his finger, in a tone of irony, at the 
traditional realist novel. Going by this novelist’s paradigm, the art of the 
novel right from Defoe and Bunyan until today, at one stroke, will lose 
their realist identity. And the idea of the demise of the novel can not be 
ruled out then. Still despite the fact that the apocalyptic note is being 
sounded about it, the novel is flourishing as a dominant, diversified art 
form. 

It is worth recalling that during the post-World War II years there 
started a great literary debate, its subject being, “Is the novel dead?” 
The debate started in 1950 and continued well in 1950s. The Observer 
ran a series of articles. Sir Harold George Nicolson (1866-1963), while 
inaugurating the debate, slammed a funerary sermon on the death of 
the novel. In his keynote address he argued that “the novel was 
scarcely two years old it was no more than a transitory response to 
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certain condition.” Further he elaborated, “the ancients did not write 
novels since they were so busy with art, politics, administration and 
war that they never achieved the special type of tranquillity in which the 
art of fiction becomes creative and relevant” (Bradbury 316). What lies 
at the core of fiction according to him is a special kind of tranquillity 
the ancients lacked and even the moderns have not achieved either. 
Furthermore, it is argued that certain events of the world history such 
as the extermination of the Jews in the hands of the Nazis in 
concentration camps and nuclear holocaust known as the bombing of 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima were real nightmares. If the novel was dead or 
not resurrected, it could be attributed to lack of special tranquillity that 
is lack of peace. To be creative and relevant peace must prevail or no 
work of art of real excellence could see the light of the day. 

Now it is necessary to historicize this critical discussion about the 
death of the novel to see if peace, or for that matter any other factor, is 
the exclusive condition under which a novel is written. Were the novels 
not being written during World War l & ll because tranquillity was 
inconceivable then? During the 1930s and 1940s the novelists had 
rejected formal experimentation. Virginia Woolfe’s stream had yielded 
the Roman-fleuve (river novel); there was a flood of multi-volume 
sequential novels such as C. P. Snow’s Strangers and Brothers, 
Anthony Powell’s A Dance to the Music of Time and many others. The 
fifties saw at least three notable debuts, Kingsley Amis (Lucky Jim), 
Iris Murdoch (Under the Net) and William Golding (Lord of the Flies). 
The Post-war scenario becomes so significant because of the 
assertion of the realistic potential of the novel. Although the late fifties 
witnessed the return of realism with greater vigour and variety, it could 
not sustain the novel without some aesthetic tuning and social 
urgency. It would rather face the threat of the collapse into anecdotes 
and documentation and autobiography. How could Angus Wilson, 
William Golding, Doris Lessing, Muriel Spark and David Storey remain 
staunch realists? Bradbury rightly remarks, “Fiction was plainly 
departing from the familiar centres of Realism and Naturalism breaking 
the borders and the terms of strategies it used and began to multiply. It 
is ‘fictive’, ‘fabulatory’, ‘hyperreal’ and ‘metafictional’, and now we had 
the faction’ or the ‘Non-Fictional novel’. “The novel is departing, not 
decimated. The early sixties saw a rather long line of novelists of 
amazing fertility. Angela Carter and Christian Brookner are names to 
reckon with” (Bradbury 348). 

It may be seen that concerns over the novel’s health or moribundity  
continues well into the late sixties, seventies and eighties. While Barth 
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is obsessed with the Death of the Author (1968), David Lodge’s 
famous declaration (1969) rests on the assumption that the 
contemporary novel is at crossroads confronting realism, on the one 
hand, and fabulation and non-fictional novel (Lodge 8), on the other. 
The novel is still in crisis. Here is Peter Childs in his own words: 
“Pronouncements on the death of the novel have repeatedly proved to 
be revealingly premature, they marked an end, not to fiction but to the 
model of fiction with which the critics were working. Since the late 
seventies, fiction in England had a remarkable resurgence. The crisis in 
the novel resulted not in ossification but in a rejuvenation. As a 
consequence critical perspectives have focussed on ethnicity and 
sexuality, gender, body, secularism, health, history and globalization” 
(Childs 305). 

So it is rejuvenation, not moribundity that is conspicuous in the 1980s 
and 1990s. That History is ranged over a model of metafiction is 
noticeable in Fowle’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman. Attracted 
towards this model, A. S. Byatt’s Possession (1988) and The 
Biographer’s Tale revive and inscribe and re-inscribe the Victorian 
Fiction. Fiction in the 1990s is further characterized in terms of the 
postcolonial issues such as decolonization, diaspora and hybridity with 
Amitav Ghosh (The Shadow Lines, 1988), Vikram Seth (The Suitable 
Boy, 1993), Amit Chaudhuri (Afternoon Raag,1993) and Arvind Adiga 
(The White Tiger, 2008) among others. 

Since 1980s the contemporary novel is in a state of considerable 
revitalization. All the same, the question of the demise of the novel is 
raised too often. Not surprisingly novelists and novel-critics have also 
focussed on the predicament of the contemporary novel. David Lodge, 
for, one, finds the contemporary novelists still at a crossroads, the one 
road leading towards realism, the other towards fabulation and non-
fiction novel. Two other distinguished novelists, Martin Amis and Zadie 
Smith too view the scenario like Lodge himself, indicating that the 
novel is still in some crisis. 

Clearly the contemporary novel faces the problem of where to? Can it 
escape supercession by New Journalism and other related media? One 
way to respond to this question is to finally see how the contemporary 
novelist might conceptualize the death of the novel. Terry Eagleton 
talks about the obituary notices of the novel being issued but what he 
means is in his own words is that “one kind of novel has died, while 
another kind has come into existence” (Eagleton 18). Plausible but not 
enough here it might help referring to Sir V. S. Naipaul’s Nobel citation. 
Naipaul is one of those who occasionally pronounce the novel dead. 
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Jason Cowley, Editor of The New Statesman, glossed the tribute in the 
Times (12 October 2001: 16) for his invention of a new kind of writing. 
Naipaul, according to Jason, targets “the novel as a familiar mould of 
character, plot and event as opposed to his (Naipaul’s) hybrid novel of 
autobiography, social enquiry, reportage and invention” (qted. in Childs 
307). It is apparent that Naipaul’s attack on the familiar mould is an 
attack on the realist novel. For the existence of the novel, plot, 
character and event are the categorical imperatives which argue for the 
conventions of realism. 

The contemporary novelists have been quite occupied with the survival 
of the novel. Undeterred by obsequies pronounced over it by Scholes 
and a number of critics and writers in the sixties and seventies, a 
considerable number of novels are written in the discourse mode of 
traditional realism. Zadie Smith asserts, “I have written in this tradition 
myself and cautiously for its survival, but if it’s to survive, lyrical 
realists will have to push a little harder on the subject. With a note of 
caution though, she boldly espouses her lyrical realism” (Smit 80). The 
word lyrical does not dilute realism. It rather suggests a healthy variant 
of it. Martin Amis is another contemporary novelist who notes the 
relevance of the Victorian realistic novel, although he pleads for it to 
combine with Post-modernism, however cautiously. He writes, “Real-
ism and experiment have come and gone without seeming to point a 
way ahead. The contemporary writer, therefore, must combine these 
veins, calling on the strengths of the Victorian novel together with the 
alienation of Post-modernism” (Amis 78-79). 

According to Amis, the novel needs to be more inclusive for its 
survival. It is not only Amis but also David Lodge who is in favour of 
mixing of styles. He is well aware that “not many novelists are wholly 
and exclusively committed to fabulation or the non-fiction novel or 
metafiction. Instead they combine one or more of these modes with 
realism” (Lodge 8). Thus realism is seen to be one of the main 
components that go to the making of the Contemporary British novel. It 
is true that having realized the inadequacy of the metaphor of the 
crossroads, he has switched to what he calls Crossover fiction which 
allows, for mixing of genres and styles in a single context (Lodge 9). 
Mixing is meaningless if it is not sustained by the mould of plot, 
character and event. All in all, the contemporary novel can not deviate 
from the conventions of realism. So there is no threat to the life and 
longevity of the novel, and rehearsing any issues and concerns over its 
moribundity are unlikely to pay. Terry Eagleton makes sense when he 
says that issuing of obituary notices of the novel means that one kind 
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of the novel has died, while another has come into existence. The word 
died is mystifying ... What Eagleton seems to say is that only kind, not 
the genre of the novel itself goes into oblivion, if at all. One kind of 
novel is added to by another kind. A recent critic has tried to assess  
the state of the novel in the following words, “… the novel is no more 
like to diminish as an art form now than it ever was. What it will do is 
continue to mutate and proliferate its forms, including the graphic novel 
and the hypertext novel, responding to new understandings of identity 
in a cosmopolitan world where almost everything is ‘post’ something 
else, and continuing alongside screen media to offer one of the most 
sophisticated human experience” (Lodge 9). Assured of its health and 
longevity, the novel lives and, hopefully, will live longer. Bergonzi too is 
optimistic about it. And he makes sense when he says that there is 
always the likelihood of a rise of a fictional genre out of some new 
configuration of contemporary experience (Bergonzi 27). 
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EXAMINING MASCULINE BIAS IN LANGUAGE 

Bhavesh Chandra Pandey 

Language is a code of culture and as such it reflects the cultural ethos 
of a society. Linguists and literary critics believe that language is also 
loaded with the signs that show a patriarchal mindset. They believe 
that language can be seen as an apparatus of gender discrimination 
and stereotyping. Feminists try to fight the phallocentric status of 
language as it is seen to be dominated by a masculine bias. It is 
believed that there is much to be read in human language about man’s 
attitude towards women than anything written in it.  

Language reflects the deep-rooted attitudes enshrined in our minds. 
The male is the norm in the world of language and therefore in the 
world outside. It is because language is man-made. It is said that Lord 
God asked Adam to name every beast of the field, and every fowl of 
the air (Nagarajan 273). Lord God took a rib from Adam and created a 
woman. Adam named her Eve. From then Adam got the upper hand 
because those who have the power to name the world are in a position 
to shape it. 

Language shows that the masculine gender is not only more stable but 
also more dominant. There is also a tendency to give prominence to 
masculine gender over the feminine. The masculine pronouns and 
nouns are referred generally as generic terms to denote both man and 
woman. Moreover, a term referring to feminine gender gets a very 
derogatory connotation. For example when a man is referred to be 
‘professional’ it is taken in a positive sense. But when a woman is 
referred as ‘professional’ it is taken in a very negative sense. In fact, 
some feminine nouns are supposed to give derogatory connotations; 
mister-mistress (an illegal one); sir-madam (a brothel keeper); 
governor-governess (a tutor in a private house); courtier-courtesan (a 
woman who takes payment for ‘services’ rendered); wizard-witch 
(derogatory) etc. It means that the words denoting feminine often 
assume derogatory meaning. Words like ‘harlot’ and ‘whore’ which 
were used once to refer to both sexes are now used to refer only to 
women (Nagarajan 272). 

The theory that language is ‘masculine’ was developed by Dale 
Spender in the early eighties in her book Man Made Language (1981) 
in which she argues that language is not a neutral medium but one 
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which contains many features that reflect its role as an instrument 
through which patriarchy finds its expression (Barry 126-127). Gender 
is a social phenomenon that is expressed by language. So, the 
structure of language can also show the status of feminine that mostly 
represents the female sex. 

French theorists have posited the existence of an ecriture feminine (a 
term taken from the essay The Laugh of the Medusa written by Helen 
Cixous). French feminists have concluded that language, as we 
commonly think of it, is a decidedly male realm which represents the 
world from a male point of view. Language is not seen as a neutral 
medium as it is considered to function as an instrument of patriarchal 
expression. American feminist critic and writer Elaine Showalter 
defines this movement as inscription of the feminine body and female 
difference in language and text. It places experience before language 
and privileges non-linear, cyclical writing that evades the discourse 
that regulates the phallocentric system. Elaine Showalter pleads for a 
feminist poetics and feminist language.  

Dr. V. Saraswathi writes about the problem of gender-sensitivity as she 
mentions how teachers respond to the grammaticality of the sentence 
“Everybody contributed their share” at a grammar workshop. All the 
teachers present there said that it was wrong. They came out with the 
sentence “Everybody contributed his share” by applying the rules of 
grammatical concord even though many women teachers were 
present. This shows how there is a preference for masculine pronouns 
to feminine ones.  

A similar male bias is seen in proverbs and pithy sayings. ‘Man’ 
includes both man and woman whereas ‘woman’ does not include 
both woman and man. ‘Man’ and ‘he’ have assumed generic 
connotation suggesting male dominance in the patriarchal society. We 
have proverbs like: Man proposes and God disposes; Man is mortal; 
Man is born free but everywhere he is in chains; The Child is father of 
the man; The proper study of mankind is man.  

It appears as though a woman has no identity of her own in this world 
except to stand behind successful men. In English we find a number of 
words which reflect gender bias. Words like ‘superman’, ‘chairman’, 
‘media men’, ‘mankind’ etc. are some examples where woman seems 
to be included with man. The feminists have fought against such 
masculine terminology and have come out with gender-neutral 
terminology like ‘media person’, and ‘chairperson’.    
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Language serves as an instrument of conditioning women. Gender 
stereotypes are used to prepare a mindset that accepts discrimination 
as normal. The very first lesson in the first standard talks about the 
family and reads something like this: 

He is my father. He goes to his office everyday. 

She is my mother. She cooks breakfast for us.  

The young minds get the impression that the mother’s domain is the 
kitchen and the father’s domain is the wide world outside. We have 
also some sentences like this: 

My mother is a nurse/teacher. 

My father is a doctor/engineer. 

Thus even the professions of women are stereotyped. Kamala Das 
gives a beautiful expression to this stereotypical conditioning in her 
poem “An Introduction”: 

Dress in sarees, be girl 

Be wife, they said. Be embroiderer, be cook 

Be a quarreler with servants. Fit in, oh, 

Belong, cried the categorizer. 

Such sex stereotypes are the characteristic features of language. They 
can be located in literature, television, commercial advertisements etc. 

One of the most elementary function of language is to ensure that 
people are equipped with the concepts of masculinity and femininity 
that enable them to differentiate between men and women but the 
secondary characteristics that interpret the biological information in 
terms of socio-cultural point of view to make us think and feel as man 
or woman become more important (Nagarajan 272). Sex stereotypes 
used in languages make women accept subordination, submissiveness 
and appeasement.  

The world and the word are both andocentric (Nagarajan 274). The 
complexes are made by languages. In patriarchy it is the law and the 
authority of the father that makes the symbolic order and all that it 
implies. It is therefore that the feminists regard history as “his story” 
rather than “her story.” Feminist criticism has generally focused on the 
history of male domination on every aspect of society including 
language. Hence there have been new coinages to eliminate sexist 
implications.  
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Language is referred to by the feminists as the prison-house of culture. 
According to Nietzsche all of us live in the famous ‘prison-house’ of 
language (qtd. in Nagarajan 273). If language is a prison-house we 
have to think who made it. It is obvious that language is man-made; 
the tragedy of human situation is that over a period of time man made 
the famous prison and now both man and woman are caught in it. It is 
an important tool for mental conditioning. The adjectives used for 
denoting women show them as frail, timid, irrational etc. They have 
been shown as physically weak, intellectually inferior, and spiritually 
unblessed. Their best attribute is said to be beauty. But beauty itself is 
treated as secondary in comparison to intelligence, wisdom, strength, 
professionalism which is considered the attributes of men.  

A close look at matrimonial advertisements shows that in selecting a 
bride most people look for a ‘beautiful’ match. Some of the adjectives 
used for the bride are attractive, charming, beautiful, extremely 
beautiful, very fair, gori, slim, pretty, tall, wheatish, milky white, sober, 
gentle, soft-spoken and family-oriented. Besides being beautiful a bride 
is also expected to be cultured and well-mannered. On the other hand, 
adjectives used for the groom constitute ones that are mostly related to 
educational, economic and professional status. Some of the adjectives 
are: well-educated, well-qualified, well-placed, well-established, 
employed, professional etc. Few advertisements also mention hand- 
some and smart. But there is no mention of culture, manner or 
complexion of the groom. The overall expectation from a bride is 
beauty, qualification, profession and culture whereas that from the 
groom is qualification and profession. 

Such use of language not only reflects a particular frame of mind but 
also makes a mental frame. So, when Shakespeare said: “Frailty thy 
name is woman,” he was creating an image that reflected the attitude 
of his own times and was also strengthening an image to be followed 
thereafter.  

Every language bears the weight of culture. It reflects the reactions, 
responses and the attitudes of speech community. It is also a medium 
of cultural transmission from person to person and from generation to 
generation. So, it builds and carries it across generations. An image 
thus created becomes socially accepted and gradually becomes 
difficult to challenge.  

Language is indeed not an autonomous institution. As such it does not 
work as a voluntary discriminating apparatus. But as a powerful 
instrument of culture it can be a very effective discriminating and 
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subjugating element. Language is not always used with its face value. 
It can display a vast range of semantic layers. It can be sarcastic, 
pejorative, metaphoric, honorific, hyperbolic and toxic. It can effectively 
hint at status variation of person referred to. 

There is, therefore, a need to detoxify language use and to see that 
language displays no gender bias. A gender-neutral linguistic structure 
needs to be evolved so that both men and women could be equally 
addressed. Presently, language system shows man as ‘more equal’ 
than woman. It operates in a value system where the notion of 
biological difference has been replaced by that of gender inequality. 
Thus man and woman are not referred in terms of like and unlike but in 
terms of superior and inferior. Such imposition of notion of superiority 
on the male attributes creates a pro-man linguistic value system that 
consequently ascribes woman a secondary subjugated place. In such 
cases language becomes a colonizing agent. 

Ben Jonson said, “…language most shows a man: speak that I may 
see thee.” It means that language is an index of human personality. It 
reflects our mind and behavior. The present structure of language like 
many other cultural signs shows the dominant status of man, the 
masculine. There is thus a pressing need to promote a diction in which 
man and woman carry equal weight. 
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FEMALE PREDICAMENT AND  

NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE: A CRITIQUE 

Divya Gupta 

Nathaniel Hawthorne has been recognized as a significant Puritan 
novelist who has given a new dimension to modern American fiction. 
His life, his ancestry and personality shaped his fiction. He has created 
some remarkable women characters. His every novel has a women 
character at the centre of the action. Each woman is distinguished by 
her typical traits and portrays the picture of puritan society. His women 
protagonists are, therefore, anti-patriarchy and become the central 
character. These women are born and brought up in the puritan era of 
seventeenth-century America. His women characters like Hester (The 
Scarlet Letter), Hilda (The Marble Faun), Zenobia and Priscilla (The 
Blithedale Romance) etc. are continuously at war with their existing 
orthodox, superstitious society for their liberation and individual 
identity. 

Generally, woman becomes an epitome of sacrifice, tolerance and a 
paragon of virtue and chastity to be appreciated by academicians, 
versifiers and priests. On the contrary, Nathaniel Hawthorne reflects the 
distinct shift in the sensibility of the novelist as well as reader. He was 
against existing witchcraft, trials and women extortion. So many 
female leads have to bear the allegations of witchcraft like Hester, 
Zenobia, and Miriam etc. Zenobia (The Blithedale Romance) was 
accused of being a sorceress with the power to tempt Satan.  

Hawthorne’s connection with woman characters is clearly visible when 
he co-relates the torture of society and their protracted adjustments 
with his life upheavals. His characters perfectly present isolation, fear, 
and bewilderment of his own life. He paints them realistically. He 
revealed their genuine problems that grow from the age-old dichotomy 
between woman and harsh puritanical dogmas. His reason to choose 
the seventeenth century puritan woman might be: a) His puritanical 
background as he followed the legacy of his forefathers. He was 
ashamed of their bigotry and witch hunting. b) His present sufferings 
due to witchcraft trials. c) He stands somewhere in the middle of 
Puritanism and Protestantism. His female characters are those who 
make consistent revolt against the existing and sustaining hypocritical 
dual faced males of the Puritan society. Hester (The Scarlet Letter) 
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turned to be more isolated, revolutionary and free from the clutches of 
societal norms, thus denying the Puritan laws. 

Puritan Literature is largely about the crimes against society as it 
involved the violation of a moral code formulated and honored by that 
society. In The Scarlet Letter, Hester was compelled to disclose the 
name of “fellow sinner and fellow sufferer” (47) by Arthur Dimmesdale 
which adds more hypocrisy to the whole scene.  The scene delineates 
a sarcastic note where the sinner is himself seated on the highest seat 
and is being upheld by the masses as a Godlike person. The sarcastic 
picture of the hypocritical puritanical society was portrayed through 
trial scene of Hester Prynne. “She shuddered to believe, yet could not 
help believing that it gave her a sympathetic knowledge of the hidden 
sin in other hearts” (59). Roger Chillingworth, who was standing in the 
mob as a silent observer, requested her with a gesture to hide his 
identity. He did not want to be recognized by the public of New England 
as the husband of an adulterous woman. 

All his women characters strive for ultimate salvation and the tyrannical 
ways that stop them from attaining their rightful place in society. The 
ways of a woman is not at all smooth; rather she faces several 
impediments both from the outside world as well as from her own 
family. All the definitions and laws were given by man (so called policy 
makers of the society). The traditional women were the outcome of 
man’s need. The question arises that A) All Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 
women are revolutionary. Whether they are still the part of the old 
setup customs or have totally broken away? B) Whether his female 
characters are able to acquire the same dignity and position? C) 
Whether all his female characters are able to establish their own 
identity? 

Mostly, his female protagonists are round characters; they keep on 
changing their behavior and attributes. Hester’s helping attitude, kind 
and benevolent nature transformed the symbolism of the letter ‘A’ from 
adultery to ‘Able’. The world has treated her as a sister of Mercy. She 
nurses the ill, sews the burial shrouds, and feeds the poor. Hester 
started preaching about the coming happy life of love. She continued to 
believe in salvation through good works. From a woman of heart and 
passion, she turned to a woman of steel.  

Hawthorne has very beautifully evolved the female characters while 
describing their beauty and calmness by drawing certain metaphors 
from nature. Priscilla (The Blithedale Romance) is always compared to 
natural objects like birds, streams, dove, summer, violets etc. 
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Coverdale praised Zenobia as “truly a magnificent woman” (The 
Blithedale Romance 23). Hilda’s innocence in The Marble Faun is 
described as sharp as a steel sword when she gives the judgments on 
their terrible crime. She is an epitome of inspiring virtue and compelling 
attractiveness.   

Some of his women characters are weak like Hilda (The Marble Faun), 
Zenobia (The Blithedale Romance). The point of weakness arises from 
their upbringing. From the beginning, they are taught to be mild and 
tolerant. Moreover, in a hard working housewife qualities are injected. 
Mild and meek attitude of women is the product of dominance of 
males in the society. Hollingsworth (The Marble Faun) had a very 
narrow view regarding women’s upliftment. He said, “Man is a wretch 
without woman; but woman is a monster” (57). Most of the male 
characters like Arthur Dimmesdale, Hollingsworth, Roger Chillingworth 
etc. represent the patriarchy in the then contemporary society, which 
can be found even nowadays. Zenobia commits suicide at the end 
expressing her weakness to cope up with the emerging negative 
circumstances. 

Superstitions and orthodox feelings prevailing in seventeenth century 
are also responsible for any kind of downfall. Novels like The Blithedale 
Romance, The Scarlet Letter, The Marble Faun deal with inner conflict 
with the background of contemporary America. The puritans were so 
harsh and cruel while dealing with the moral offenders that they 
criticized Hester Prynne: “This woman has brought shame upon us all, 
and ought to die”(36). 

Hawthorne actually wants to portray that all his female characters 
could not move to negativity because of the multiple roles they played 
in society at a point of time. Sometimes she is a nurse, sometimes 
mother, sometimes wife and sometimes daughter. She is multifaceted. 
The character of Pearl was the only reason that kept Hester out of the 
clutches of Satan. As Mr. Dimmesdale remarked about Pearl, “... to 
keep the mother’s soul alive, and to preserve her from  blacker depths 
of sin into which Satan might else have sought to plunge her”(78). 

Socio-cultural modes and values persuade his female characters to 
follow the path of so called righteousness. Even the female child could 
not escape from the ignominy of the society. His character portrayal of 
Pearl in The Scarlet Letter was based on his own children Julian and 
Una. She had a dearth of playmates as she was considered to be the 
offspring of the Devil. Even little Pearl expressed the fear of the black 
man. She said to her mother, “Come away mother! Come away or 
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yonder old black man will catch you!”(92). Most of his female 
characters are suppressed archetypal girls. Hester, Priscilla, Hilda etc. 
are some illustrations of conventional characters. Priscilla and Hester 
were perfect at hand work and stitching. 

In fact, Nathaniel Hawthorne has very beautifully raised the strong 
characters like Hester, Hilda, Priscilla, Phoebe to awake the world out 
of slumber. He often portrayed spirited women in a very orthodox 
puritan setting. Still all of them lead an inspiration for upcoming 
females. He wanted to make women aware of their potential and his 
works epitomize that women’s quest for freedom is nothing new; 
rather it had already begun many many years ago. If a description of a 
lady fighting all alone against all the atrocities of customs and law is 
needed, then the picture of Hester Prynne would emerge before the 
readers. Zenobia (The Blithedale Romance) is a lady of substance who 
promoted women’s rights. She had been passionate, self willed and 
imperious. She was one who led the establishment of Utopia named as 
Blithedale. Even they start a new venture to give up false principles on 
which human society had long been based. The sphere of womanhood 
was narrow for her development from the very beginning. Zenobia and 
Priscilla represent two recurrent types of women in Hawthorne’s fiction 
and bear a relation to the numerous characters in the tales and 
romances. 

Hawthorne portrayed spirited women, but as per society’s norms, not 
always as he would like them to have been. Zenobia (The Blithedale 
Romance) wanted to reform the pitiable condition of women in society. 
She revolted against women’s inequality, lack of freedom of expression 
and honor. Coverdale said, “I would kneel before a woman-ruler” (56). 

Even in twenty-first century, his fiction holds much relevance and 
uniqueness as nowadays we have several authors like Shashi 
Deshpande, Trupti Desai, Anita Desai and various others who are 
skirmishing for women empowerment. Depleting condition of women 
is a corollary of modernization and decreasing human values. The 
present scenario is the repercussion of all the negativity nurtured 
mindsets through males in society. Gender discrimination plays a vital 
role in woman’s downfall. Parallels can be drawn between the 
characters and society of The Scarlet Letter with that of twenty-first 
century. Its lessons are applicable to present day society also. 
Hypocrisy was present in puritan society and it endures even today. 
Hawthorne was highly ambitious and seriously dedicated to the task of 
reforming the community. His writing is representative of nineteenth 
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century, and yet is in the mainstream due to his ability to show its 
primitiveness as well as its capacity to be a source of inspiration.  
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MYRIAD IMAGES OF INDIAN WOMEN IN 

CONTEMPORARY CINEMA 

Satyendra Prasad Singh 

Indian cinema presents variegated pictures of Indian women. The 
mother Goddesses Durga, Radha and Sita are the famous icons of 
Hindu mythology to draw the image of women in Hindi cinema. In Raj 
Kapoor's Awara (1951), the woman is presented as beloved in the 
combined form of Radha and Sita who excites and inspires. Nargis, as 
Radha, in Mother India (1957) is presented as a woman of strength. 
She faces all hurdles to raise her children and puts strong resistance to 
the constant pressures mounted by an evil landlord who seeks sexual 
favour from her.  

The image of womanhood in Hindi cinema is derived from the 
mythological icon Sita from the great Hindu epic The Ramayana. Sita 
possesses tolerance and accepts all sorts of humiliation. Tere writes: 
“Through the ideas of loyalty and obedience to the husband, Hindi 
cinema successfully institutionalised patriarchal values. Films like 
Dahej (1950), Gauri (1968), Devi (1970), Biwi ho to Aisi (1988), Pati 
Parmeshwar (1988) depicted women as passive, submissive wives 
and as perfect figures and martyrs for their own families. In these 
films, though the practices of patriarchy were criticised, they were 
implicitly patronised in the sense that the victim wife refuses to leave 
her husband's house despite severe physical and emotional violence 
by a rationale of leaving the marital house only at the time of her death” 
(Tere). 

In the films based on the love story of Radha and Krishna, the heroine 
is passionate, intense, possessive, emotional and sensuous. Prakash 
Mehra's Mukaddar ka Sikandar (1978), an example of Meera icon, 
presents Rekha's one sided love with Amitabh Bachchan. The typical 
dialogue “Aaj mere paas bangla hai, gaadi hai, bank balance hai, 
tumhare paas kya hai?” “Mere paas maa hai!” of the movie Deewar is 
the substantial testimony of the power of women. In the film, Amitabh 
Bachchan possesses all the riches in the world but Shashi Kapoor's 
only statement of the word “Maa”' proves to be more precious than all 
the worldly pleasures. 

Women are kept in home prisons. They are the targets of healers and 
killers, lovers and betrayers. Women have no sphere, no independent 
identity and no living space. They are treated as ramshackle creatures. 
The female characters of Indian cinema are the prey and the heroes 



72                                                                                    Re-Markings 
 

and villains move around them as hunters. Vrinda Mathur comments in 
“Women in Indian Cinema – Fictional Constructs”: 

Women in Indian cinema ranging from cult movies and 
celluloid blockbusters like Sholay of the seventies to the more 
recent Zubeida, which emerges itself with serious gender 
issues, continue to be portrayed and presented as either 
damsels in distress to be rescued by knights in shining 
armour, or demented feminists or just plain simple belly-
shaking glamorous dolls, whose sole ambition in life is to 
attract the attention of accomplished males (Jain 65).   

Women in Indian cinema are presented as either good or bad 
character. The films distinguish between the heroine and the villain, the 
wife and the other woman. Tere writes: “The inclination to portray 
woman as ideal stems from the social and cultural context in which we 
reside. The preoccupation with the ideal is what defines the goal of 
Hindi cinema. This ideal allows for only two types of women 
characters – the good who is to be idealised and the bad who is to be 
demonised (Tere). 

In Indian cinema, the heroine is given secondary position to the hero. 
She has no independent existence. Her role is limited to provide 
glamour, relief, respite and entertainment. As for instance, Priyanka 
Chopra in Agneepath plays an insignificant role to provide break from 
the violence scenes. She acts as a romantic partner to Hrithik Roshan 
who is busy in taking revenge of his father's murder. In Akshay 
Kumar's, Sunny Deol's and Sunil Shetty's acted serious films, the 
heroine is placed to distract the viewers from violent scenes. 

In Indian cinema, the woman is presented as docile, domestic, 
honourable, noble and ideal on the one hand and wayward, reckless 
and irresponsible on the other. In David Dhawan's Bibi No-1, the wife 
Karishma Kapoor sacrifices her career to experience domestic 
happiness with her husband Salman Khan. When he strays, the other 
woman (Susmita Sen) is blamed. The husband is forgiven for adultery 
and he returns to his legitimate wife. Rape victims and prostitutes are 
to commit suicide in Indian cinema. In Adalat (1976), Amitabh 
Bachchan's sister commits suicide after rape. In B.R. Ishara's Chetna 
(1970), the heroine, a prostitute named as Radha (Rehana Sultan) 
commits suicide.  Renuka Pamecha comments in “From Victimhood to 
Potential Threat: Rape and Patriarchy in Damini”: “Raj Kumar 
Santoshi's film Damini, which belongs to the late eighties, is a movie 
which takes up for its theme the issue of rape and the manner in which 
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a woman's body is first exploited and then her voice silenced by the 
overpowering presence of patriarchal values” (Jain 236). 

Women are the victims of pestering and stalking in Indian cinema. 
Nalini Jaywant is serenaded by Dev Anand in the film Munimjee. Nutan 
is pestered in the film Paying Guest. Bathing Vaijyantimala is pestered 
by Raj Kapoor in Sangam. Hema Malini is serenaded and grabbed by 
Dharmendra in Sholay. Amitabh Bachchan's female degradation is 
seen in the film Hum. He and three hundred leering males ask a kiss 
from actress Kimi Katkar. 

Contemporary films like No one killed Jessica (2011), Cheeni Kum 
(2007), Chameli (2003), Ishqiya (2010), Paa (2009) and Dirty Picture 
(2011) have presented women central to the film. Actresses like Vidya 
Balan (Paa, Dirty Picture, Kahani, Ishqiya) and Konkona Sen Sharma 
(Life in a Metro, Mr. & Mrs. Iyer) have performed bold roles. Parallel 
cinema like Arth, Bhumika, Mirch Masala appeared “as flicks with 
strong feminine characters – women who had the power to stand for 
their own right, fulfill their own needs and desires – be it social, sexual 
or monetary and not wait for their knight in shining armour to sweep 
them off their feet and whisk them away from all their troubles” 
(Singh).http://zeenews.india.com/exclusivewomen.in). Mirch Masala 
(1987) also breaks the myth of the patriarchal system as the protector 
of women's honour. The village men, who are hoped to guard Sonbai's 
(Smita Patil) honour, are prepared to trade it for the sake of the village's 
safety. Sonbai depends on herself for her protection. Actresses like 
Jaya Bachchan, Smita Patil, Shabana Azmi and Nandita Das have 
acted strong and independent roles where the camera's focus is 
shifted from the woman's body to her identity as an individual. 

In the decade of 1990s, Hindi cinema has produced blockbusters 
family films. Kajol in Kuch Kuch Hota Hai, Madhuri Dixit in Hum Aapke 
Hain Kaun and Dil to Pagal Hai, Jaya Bachchan in Kabhi Khushi Kabhi 
Gham are very important characters but their roles are defined in 
relation to the male characters of the family. These movies have 
created conditions for ideal womanhood and strengthened the 
patriarchal values of Indian society. In Hum Aapke Hain Kaun (1994), 
Nisha, the protagonist and her sister Pooja, a computer scientist and a 
painter are occupied in the kitchen. Even though they are modern and 
confident women, they submit to the desires of the family. Nisha 
sacrifices her love for the family. In Hum Saath Saath Hai, the younger-
to-be daughter-in-law (Sonali Bendre), a doctor by profession, obeys 
her would-be-in laws and becomes a traditional girl. 
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In some films, Indian women are considered pure and the Western 
women as morally degraded. In Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge (1995), 
Pardes (1997) and Aa Ab Laut Chalen (1999), the Western women is 
considered morally degraded and inferior to the Indian women. In 
Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge, Shahrukh Khan wants to marry Kajol as 
she retains Indian sanskaras. In Aa Ab Laut Chalen, Akshay Kumar 
chooses Aishwarya Rai over the Western woman. 

In war movies, women keep waiting endlessly for men fighting war. 
The courtesan in Hindi films (Devdas, Umrao Jaan, Pakeezah) evoke 
sympathy from the hero. In Hamara Dil Aapke Paas Hai, Aishwaya Rai, 
a rape victim, gains sympathy and love in Anil Kapoor, who provides 
shelter to her after the incident. In Vivah (2006), Amrita Rao, a young, 
submissive, suppressed girl is chosen by Shahid Kapoor for marriage. 
The hero accepts her after a tragic incident before marriage. 

Chak De India (2007) describes the conflicts women face to excel in 
the chosen field. The sports women in the field are to negotiate these 
conflicts. Astitva (2000) explains the desires of a married woman who 
is neglected by her husband. The film questions patriarchy's domi-
nation like denial of space, freedom and subjugation. The protagonist 
Aditi (Tabu) emerges as a strong woman. She does not seek the 
forgiveness of her husband and decides to live life on her own terms. 

Women in Madhu Bhandarkar's films are drawn as bold and 
empowered. They live life on their own terms and decisions. They do 
not conform to social norms and excel in their professions. In Satta 
(2003), Anuradha is a middle class working woman who accidentally 
joins the dirty world of politics. She is an educated and confident 
working woman who forsakes her career after marriage. She is asked 
to join the political career for the sake of the family since her husband 
is kept behind the bars for his heinous crime. She is asked to contest 
election in place of her husband. In her political journey, she is guided 
by the family's political mentor (Atul Kulkarni). In the course of political 
affiliation, Anuradha falls for her mentor.  

In Corporate (2006), Nishigandha Das Gupta (Bipasha Basu) is a 
successful corporate executive with the Sehgal group of companies. 
She is also a conscious lover to Ritesh Sahani (Kay Kay Menon). She 
wants her lover to look successful in the company. She draws a report 
and her lover receives the credit to present it. She involves herself in 
immoral activities in business for the sake of her lover. She takes the 
blame on herself for a fiasco in the company and she is sent to jail as 
the sole accused. Although she is a successful and intelligent business 
woman, she is in the grip of the corporate feud and secret business 
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tactics. Nishigandha proves to be a loser in the battle for supremacy in 
the corporate world. 

In Fashion (2008), Meghna, a small town girl enters the world of 
glamour against the wishes of her parents. She is a hard working 
professional (model) and needs a man to support her excellence. 
Abhijit Sarin (Arbaaz Khan) makes her a showstopper as well as the 
mother of his child. She becomes pregnant in his contact and tells 
Sarin that she wants to keep the child. On her failure, Meghna starts to 
do morally degraded things prevalent in the fashion world. She is 
portrayed more as a victim than a career oriented protagonist. In the 
end, Meghna successfully returns to the fashion world. Bhandarkar's 
films present strong female characters who are active in the larger 
social framework. His characters put strong resistance but they are not 
allowed to move out of the restricted sphere of action.  

While the earlier films showed woman as submissive and docile, 
recent movies like Rockstar (2011) have presented bold, short dressed 
and sexy heroines. Such endeavor does not empower the woman 
character; it reduces her to a prop to satisfy the male audience. In the 
item numbers such as Dabang, Tees Maar Khan and Agneepath, the 
denigration of women, the female body and the male gaze are present. 
Singh comments: “Item numbers that sexually objectify woman do 
rattle a sane mind – for all one gets to see are vulgar pelvic thrusts, 
skimpily clad women, derogatory lyrics and awkward camera angles” 
(Singh). The commoditization of women in Bollywood's item numbers 
and sexual dances by Isha Koppikar and Mallika Sherawat are meant to 
denigrate women. Sexual objectification of women is the new trend of 
Indian cinema. A woman is considered just a piece of flesh. 

Shabana Azmi confirms the populist image of Indian woman in cinema. 
She says: “Populist images celebrate the heroine's eroticism, while 
reducing her to be a passive sex object. The heroine today seems to be 
questioning the image of fixing her into a slot where any display of 
desire was seen as negative and very unlike the values of Indian 
women” (Azmi). Women in Indian cinema have acquired many 
changes in dress code, body language, moral values, style in song and 
dance sequences and romantic scenes. But in the contemporary films, 
she is required to submit herself to the patriarchy. She is not allowed 
to think and act independently.  

The song sequences “Tip-Tip barsa pani” and “Main cheez badi hoon 
mast-mast” in Mohra are examples of the trend of sexually explicit 
song sequences. Such song sequences have undermined the female 
characters in contemporary commercial Hindi films. Women serve as 
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an erotic object for the male song sequences. Bagchi remarks: “Both 
the song sequences are choreographed with movements which 
stimulate sexual intercourse. In "Main Cheez," Akshay Kumar and the 
accompanying male dancers dance steps which are organised around 
pelvic thrusts forward whereas Raveena Tandon and the female 
dancers tend to wriggle around. The sexual position being implied is 
the male dominant one with the man doing the work and the woman as 
the receptacle who has to be seen to be enjoying what is being done to 
her” (Bagchi). In the 1950s, there was relatively little onscreen violence 
against women. With the rise of action films in the 1970s, women 
have been caricatured as either sex objects or as pious mothers. In the 
last decade, films “seem to have only one space for women to show 
spirit and that is, the celebrated item-songs, with its receptacle of a 
dancing woman surrounded by hordes of drooling men” (Jaluri). The 
contemporary cinema reduces the woman to a piece of entertainment. 
It is required that women are given due respect in movies and this will 
contribute in enhancing the standard of Indian cinema. 

WORKS CITED 

Azmi, Shabana. Portrayal of Women in Hindi Cinema and its Impact on 
Indian Society. Web.http://aawazein. blogspot.in. 4.12.2015. 

Bagchi, Amitabha. Women in Indian Cinema, http://www.cs.jhu/edu/ 
_bagchi/women.html. 1.1.2016. 

Jain, Jasbir and Sudha Rai (ed.) Films and Feminism. Jaipur: Rawat 
Publications, 2009. 

Jaluri, Vamsee. A Woman in Indian Cinema. http://www. 
huffingtonpost.com. 16.1.2016. 

Singh, Mekhla. Women in Hindi Cinema over the Years: Dignified 
Dames or Damsels in Distress? http://zeenews.india.com/ 
execusivewoman.in. 21.2.2016. 

Tere, Nidhi Shendurnikar. Gender Reflections in Mainstream Hindi 
Cinema. http://www.caluniv.ac.in. 29.1.2016. 

• Dr. Satyendra Prasad Singh is Associate Professor in the 
Department of English at Hari Ram College, Mairwa (Siwan), 
Jai Prakash University, Chapra (Bihar). 

❖ 

http://www.cs.jhu/edu/
http://www/
http://www.caluniv.ac.in/


SUBLIMATION OF LOVE AMIDST THE DIVINE 

SPELLS OF SUNDERBANS: KUNAL BASU’S  

“THE JAPANESE WIFE” 

Seema Shekhar 

There is a class of pioneers who are the harbingers of cross cultural 
civilization and literature celebrates such transcending cultures and 
traditions through various art forms. We come across many literary 
personalities and the one to have shot to international limelight is Kunal 
Basu, an Indian Bengali writer, with a collection of 12 short stories 
entitled The Japanese Wife. The story “The Japanese Wife” is a lyrical 
love triangle between a Bengali Mathematics teacher Snehamoy 
Chakrabarti, from a fishing town Shonai situated on the coast of river 
Malta in the Sundarbans and the two women in his life – his Japanese 
wife of 20 years, Miyagi, whom Snehamoy has never met and 
Sondhya, a widow who was chosen as his child bride whom he 
refused to marry. The story is a sublimation of earthly love between an 
Indian man and a Japanese woman, a cross-cultural phenomenon, 
love that transcends physical and cultural boundaries. Letters became 
a regular feature even though they both are unsure of their English 
being bred in totally different cultures. The innocent girl was highly 
involved in this intimate touch, the first overture by a man. She tells 
Snehamoy in a letter – “the meaning of my name is gift” (5). The shy 
beginning turns into courtship and evolves into proposal: “After the 
usual beginning, she changed the colour of her ink and wrote.… I 
would like to offer myself to you as your bride” (6). 

The pen-friendship culminates into pen-marriage. Strangely enough, 
though they do not see each other, yet they love each other intensely. 
The exchange of marriage vows on paper and the exchange of gifts 
through mail as symbol of their union become their only devotion and 
longing for each other. He wears the silver ring sent by her and she 
puts vermillion parting her hair, a custom in India. They create the 
world of their own where love exists without consummation and a 
sense of togetherness develops unquestionably. Snehamoy lives with 
his aunt who has raised him, and lives for his wholly epistolary 
relationship with Miyagi. She used to consider the gift from Japan “like 
a returning bride” (3). “When will she come? His aunt would ask in the 
beginning. You must see your wife. She must live in her husband’s 
home. Letters won’t make babies you know!”(8). The protagonist feels 
that he knows Miyagi – “as securely as any man did his willfully 
wedded wife” (8). Miyagi sends to Snehamoy all master kites of her 
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father, a kite artist. The opening line of the story: “She sent him kites. 
They came in a trim balsa wood box – light as paper but large” (3). 
This ordinary sentence is loaded with the treasure of subtext. 
Snehamoy finds divine pleasure in flying the beautiful kites she sends 
as a token of love to him. The high soaring kites on the blue sky 
become the metaphors of spiritual ecstasy of P.B. Shelley’s Skylark in 
the poem “To a Skylark.” When the skylark flies higher and higher, the 
speaker loses sight of it, but is still able to hear its “shrill delight,” 
which comes down as keenly as moonbeams in the “white dawn,” 
which can be felt even when they are not seen. The earth and air ring 
with the skylark’s voice, just as Heaven overflows with moonbeams 
when the moon shines out from behind “a lonely cloud”: “In the golden 
lightning/ Of the sunken sun/ O’er which the clouds are brightening,/ 
Thou dost float and run, / Like an unbodied joy whose race is just 
begun.”  

Such is the grandeur of the school teacher’s heart that he realizes 
Miyagi’s nearness even when they are far off. The serenity of large 
spread blue sky and innocence of love is displayed through Japanese 
kites on Indian sky: “They floated in the sky like stained glass windows 
lit by the afternoon sun…it felt like a carnival”(10). No topographical 
boundaries whether India or Japan, no hindrance of any kind, it evolves 
into divinity, the same profundity of passion, transcendental experience 
that the romantic poet William Wordsworth finds amidst natural objects 
when he visits the river Wye as described in “Tintern Abbey.” The 
speaker describes how his memory of the “beauteous forms” has 
worked upon him in his absence from them; when he was alone, or in 
crowded towns and cities, they provided him with sweet sensations 
“Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart./ And passing into my purer 
mind, / With tranquil restoration.” 

The memory of the woods and cottages offered “tranquil restoration” 
to the poet’s mind and even affected him when he was not aware of 
the memory, influencing his deeds of kindness and love. Snehamoy 
and Miyagi also feel such sensations sweet. Their undeniable bond and 
distant married life has been accepted by all and sundry; even the 
villagers used to wait for the boat coming with Japanese gifts: 
“Chattering kids formed a circle around it, peasants gawked over their 
drooping shoulder; even the bearded sadhus abandoned contemplation 
of waves for a quick glance…. Man formed a human chain on the 
slippery bank and the box passed from one pair of outstretched arms 
to another passing, pausing briefly at each transfer” (3). 
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Even his aunt ceases to notice Miyagi’s absence over time. She 
becomes an inseparable part of Snehamoy’s life. “She smiled in a 
series of gently ageing faces. He grayed with her, advised her on her 
health.… During monsoons, she’d remind him to wear socks over his 
slippers to avoid the bloodsucking leech” (7-8). He became famous in 
the name of a man with a Japanese Wife. 

Visiting Japan being an unaffordable affair, he waited for some good 
time to come, even postponed his leave from his school for years just 
to be able to spend all at once when he would visit Japan. Quite 
contented with his lot, he could hear Miyagi talking to him for hours 
and hours. Her sent letters acquire an identity of their own filling the 
loneliness of the school teacher. However, His quiet existence is 
disturbed at the unexpected arrival of a young widow Sondhya, a 
distant relative whom Snehamoy had refused to marry some two 
decades ago. She arrives with her eight-year-old son Poltu to stay in 
the teacher’s house, to upset his plan. It is as if the reader is sitting in a 
boat on the heaving Matla, watching the teacher’s life coming slowly 
apart.  

Snehmoy and the little boy start developing the bond of love, the 
fatherly love to the child. The boy calls him “Kaku!” – Uncle (6). There 
also develops an inexplicable thread of understanding with Sondhya 
too who takes great care of Snehamoy’s household. A subtle bond of 
compassion develops in his heart and yet, like the mercurial landscape 
of the Sunderbans, it's a bonding that is not without its turbulence: 
unfulfilled passion, deep desire, desperate longing. Snehamoy 
remained loyal to his unmet Japanese wife though his sense of 
responsibility for Sondhya slowly and gradually enlarged into his heart. 
His aunt tells her “You cannot shirk your duties Sneha…life means 
more than simply writing letters”(7). 

One day a letter in black ink comes from Miyagi “….now Snehamoy, I 
must tell you something important. My doctor says I am sick, very 
sick…. I am sending you my will in a closed envelope. You may read it 
when I am no more…” (11-12). She suffers from cancer; Snehamoy 
takes a long leave from his school and tries to find a cure for her 
illness. He realizes the need to be in constant communion with her and 
sets out one day during a storm to talk to the closest oncologist in 
Calcutta but nothing reasonable could be achieved. He seeks cure from 
Ayurvedics, Homeopaths and Hakims. She too accepts the things 
wholeheartedly grinding the Indian ingredients in a mortar in 
accordance with his instructions. Snehamoy’s sense of insecurity 
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develops as he realizes that he would know about the death of his wife 
only when her letters stop coming, indicating the vulnerability of their 
bond. Snehamoy also confesses his single act of disloyalty to his 
distant wife, his proximity with the widow Sondhya who was under the 
clouds of sorrow one dark night. He finds it difficult to confess this 
impulsive act of that night to his wife as “she will fly away from him 
like the kites” (16). But he confesses: “Even in her illness, she must be 
informed; as his wife, she had a right to know” (15) and on the same 
day he opens the small envelope containing Miyagi’s will. The will is 
written in crimson in which she has written “when you set your eyes 
on this, I will be no more” (16). 

To come over to the unexpected part of the story, “the storm struck 
Shonai with a venom, erasing the boundary of tamarind and neem…in 
the lull of winter, the only passage of significance was the untimely 
death of Snehamoy, from the killer mosquitoes that spread a wider 
havoc than the river” (16).  

The headmaster of the school informed the sad demise of Snehamoy 
to Miyagi. The whole village mourned his loss. The romantic and 
strange pervades the story and Miyagi’s letter shows selfless love for 
him that wants her husband to accept the practicality of life by taking 
up with Sondhya that could only be possible after her death. In the final 
scene, after the sea calms down, we see the boat coming and Miyagi 
steps out clad in white sari, her head shaven, depicting Indian custom 
of widowhood, to visit the house of her late husband Snehamoy: “Head  
shaven, wearing the white of a Hindu widow” (16). Crossing the 
muddy paths over the banks, she confidently asks the rickshaw-puller 
to take her “to the house of the teacher, the one with a Japanese 
wife”(16). 

This divine romance amazed even the common man like the rickshaw- 
puller who feels obliged to ferry this great Goddess to her blissful 
summit. She is ushered in by Sondhya and is taken to her husband’s 
room which has been decorated with all those Japanese mementos 
that she had sent over the years. The two widows are found alone in 
the world of Sunderban, as alone as the “Grecian Urn” of John Keats 
which echoes the essence of life:  “Beauty is truth, truth beauty, – that 
is all/ Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.” 

The story is a tribute to man-woman relationships away from all social 
customs and colors of love and marriage. It magnifies the art of letter-
writing for acclaiming relationships. The silence of human emotions 
sounds sublime in the natural beauty of Sunderbans. The Matla river 
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with its recurring metaphor of timelessness and the languid rhythm of 
Sunderbans, all parallel the gentle pace of Miyagi’s life in Japan. The 
fondness for love and duty, responsibility and goodness, courage and 
resilience, transcend the boundaries of language, culture and time. The 
Taj Mahal depicts a love poem in marble. However, this story is a love 
poem on celluloid. The Bengali director Aparna Sen adapted this text 
for film with the same title, “The Japanese Wife” and it comes up in 
three languages English, Bengali and Japanese. It won the best film 
award at the Hidden Gems Film Festival in Calgary, Canada.  

In an interview, first published in The Sunday Star of April 27, 2008, 
Kunal Basu says: “although my stories and plots are very different 
from each other, if there is one way to describe them, it’s that they are 
about encounters with the unexpected.” The film director Aparna Sen 
asked Kunal, “how did the two – Snehamoy and Miyagi – get married? 
How do I tell my audience that they are married?” Kunal replied, “Why 
it's simple. She wrote to him one day that I offer myself to you as wife 
and after dilly-dallying for a month, Snehamoy agreed. And wrote back 
saying so." The movie begins with the ceremonial arrival of a box of 
Japanese kites that Miyagi sends Snehamoy on their 20th wedding 
anniversary.            
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“THE BEST PERSON I KNOW IS MYSELF”: 

JEFF KINNEY’S DIARY OF A WIMPY KID 

Shubhra Arora 

The first time I heard of the Diary of a Wimpy Kid was through a friend 
when he brought it to school. The attractive colours and drawing and 
font made it look so attractive. So I asked my dad to get the book for 
me. I read the story; it was so funny. The book had frequent 
illustrations like a comic that made it look different than other books. 
Even on my bookshelf it appears differently than others. The book is an 
international bestseller and is often referred to as a novel in cartoons. 
This book has sold about 180 million books worldwide. The book 
series has 11 books and the 12th is slated for release in November this 
year. The author of this book is Jeff Kinney. Jeff Kinney is a #1 New 
York Times Best Selling Author and a six time Nickelodeon Kids Choice 
Awards winner for the favourite book. Jeff has been named one of 
Time Magazine’s “Most 100 influential people in the world.” 

When I met the famous American author Professor Jonah Raskin at 
Agra in April and told him about the book, he was surprised that he had 
not heard about it. His reply was, “I want to read what today’s children 
are reading.” After he read the book on his return home in California, 
my dad received a mail from him wherein he wrote, “Please thank your 
son for introducing me to the Diary of a Wimpy Kid. Please let him 
know that the librarian wants me to lead a discussion group for kids 
about the series in California. The librarian said that the books are 
rarely there as kids are always taking them out. The librarian also said 
that some parents think that the books are a bad influence on the kids. 
I guess some parents have to worry about something.” I felt quite 
flattered to receive such a compliment from a celebrity writer.  

Diary of a Wimpy Kid is not just a book but a group of personal 
experiences of the main character Gregory Hefley, popularly called 
Greg. It is a series of books and is great fun to read. The word 
“Wimpy” literary means weak and coward or feeble. The word 
absolutely fits the main character Greg as he is a dull boy and not 
healthy. He is very witty but lacks the strength of exploring his 
capabilities and wants to become famous one day. Greg has trouble 
with family, friends and his mates at the local middle school. He tries 
to fit in in his school but usually does not succeed.  

Greg handles problems very creatively but unfortunately he always 
double downs on his plans. “I want to be popular and famous one day 
but right now I am stuck in middle school surrounded by morons,” 
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writes Greg Hefley. His best friend Rowley is always there to help him 
and also his brother Rodrick to make it worse. His mom and dad, like 
all parents, keep telling him not to waste time in video games and not 
to try the crazy ideas he tries to become popular. “The world doesn’t 
revolve around you, warns his Mom. But according to Greg his life is 
being filmed for the most famous TV show. So he often does crazy 
things to make the viewers happy. When his brother Manny was born 
Greg thought that he was going to be replaced as the main character of 
the book. Before reading this book you should know that it’s not kind 
of a diary that people write daily. It is based on the life of the author 
and all the crazy things his family did when he was a teenager. The 
style of writing is amazing and it is in just the kind of custom font a 
diary needs. This series is appropriate for children and people who are 
interested in reading diary style writings. It is written in a very witty and 
amusing manner. In an interview, Jeff said, “I look at Greg as a comic 
character and since 10 years we have not changed his appearances 
because comic characters don’t change.” 

My overall view of the book is that it is amusing, full of instances that 
reflect what kind of a person Greg is as he writes his daily experiences 
with particular days mentioned. As I said earlier, Greg is a dull boy and 
is a wimp but we should not think that he lacks creativity. He has the 
potential and creativity to do marvellous things and his ideas to 
become famous were successful but turned out to fail either way. In 
the concluding part he is set to eventually succeed in becoming 
famous by making a movie. Ultimately, he meets with failure when his 
friend Rowley takes the disk and shows it to a news channel and 
becomes famous. Life isn’t perfect for everyone especially Greg. So 
you should not really think Greg is a loser but should compare him 
with an Infamous Artist aiming to make a beautiful drawing one day to 
become famous and successful in life. Right now Greg is just thirteen 
and he hasn’t explored much part of his life. 

In the end I would like to thank Jeff Kinney for writing such a great 
book. Diary of a Wimpy Kid is not just a novel in cartoons but a great 
collection of Humour, Morality and How to Accept Failure So Many 
Times and Still Not Stop Trying. 

• Shubhra Arora is a student of VII class at St. Peter’s 
College, Agra. He is the member of his School Parliament for 
the last five years and a regular winner at various speech, 
essay writing and debate competitions. 
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CONFLICT BETWEEN ID AND SUPEREGO: AN 

APPRAISAL OF STRINDBERG’S MISS JULIA 

Reefaqat Husain 

August Strindberg (1849-1912) did not delve into grandiloquent 
themes for his plays. His plays revolve around the domestic plots in 
which men and women are depicted ensnared in incessant process of 
cruel and all consuming sexual relationships. When Miss Julia was 
published in 1888, it shocked its early reviewers. The play was banned 
throughout Europe. In Sweden, Strindberg’s native country, it was not 
produced until 1906. “Of course the root of contention in the play 
stemmed from its frank portrayal of sex. Not only does Miss Julia 
contain a sexual encounter between a lower class servant and an 
upper class lady, the play clearly describes the sex act as something 
apart from the concept of love” (Chapter 3, August Strindberg’s Miss 
Julia 47). 

This sex act is not the result of any love between them but it is the 
demand of the id which attracts them to each other. She does not 
enshrine any emotional feeling in her for him as a lover but it is her 
hyperactive mind that drives her into his arms. According to Sigmund 
Freud (1856-1939) the mind has three aspects: id, ego and superego. 
Id is the reservoir of the libidinal desires, it seeks pleasure in life, while 
ego stands for reason and reality, and superego stands for morality, 
propriety and social conformity. Id contains the desires which are 
mostly unconscious but they have strong influences on our action. 
Social values, rules, taboos, norms concerning sexuality, which we 
internalize consciously or unconsciously, form a large part of superego 
or our sense of right and wrong. So, when under the pressure of 
unconscious desires of id, we are led to some activities that do not 
conform to the values defined by society, we feel guilty due to the 
superego or the cultural taboos that we have internalized through social 
programming. The eponymous heroine Miss Julia is led to have sexual 
relationship with her valet to gratify the socially prohibited desires of 
sex without an eye at that time to consequences but the conscious 
feelings of superego make her feel guilty to have sexual liaison prior to 
marriage, particularly with a man belonging to a lower social standard. 
Like all other women Miss Julia is also programmed by social taboos 
attached to sexual impulses to keep her sexual desires quiescent prior 
to marriage. The relationships between id and superego render inquisi-
tive probe into our social and cultural structure and expose how social 
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values affect our actions and compel us to have absolute conformity to 
them. The play Miss Julia represents the double standards of the 
society; firstly the social taboos prohibit a person to have sexual 
gratification prior to marriage, secondly it is a matter of greater shame 
and guilt to form sexual contact with a person belonging to inferior 
social rank. That is why Miss Julia has to face greater pernicious 
consequences for her transgression with her servant. The tragedy Miss 
Julia brings on surface are due to the destructive forces of the society 
that keep pushing Miss Julia into the abysmal depth of despair and 
hopelessness. Raymond Williams’ definition of tragedy is appropriately 
applicable to Miss Julia; tragedy is “the conflict between an individual 
and the forces that destroy him (her)” (Williams 113). 

Strindberg is acknowledged by the common consent of diverse critics 
as having uncommon insight into the hypocrisy of his society’s gender 
roles and sexual morality. Characters in Miss Julia are stranded in the 
two opposite forces: physical impulse and social morality. Strindberg, 
a neurotic and troubled person, responded more to the emotional eddy 
of his characters than to superficial reality. Strindberg endeavors to 
create a complex imitation of psychological rather than surface reality. 
He conceives Miss Julia as a mimesis of interiority because he 
believes that “psychological processes are what interest the people of 
our own day more than anything else. Our souls, so eager for 
knowledge, cannot rest satisfied with seeing what happens, but must 
also learn how it comes to happen!” (Strindberg 111).  

Strindberg offers reflection of human psyches in overt or covert 
conflict with themselves and with others. Miss Julia is trained by her 
mother as a man-hating woman. She is brought up not as an 
aristocratic lady but a man. Therefore, she is ambivalent about her 
sexual identity. Her mother used to make her dress as a boy and 
trained her in all the skills of the boys. According to Declan Kiberd’s 
Strindberg’s Villains: The New Woman as Predator, the countess being 
alienated from her husband, projects male figure in her daughter in 
order to fulfill the emotional gap created due to the lack of a man in her 
life. Kiberd notes: “She [the countess] recreates in her daughter the 
male companion she cannot find in her husband; and while she 
defrauds her husband in business and betrays him in life, she teaches 
her daughter to vow eternal enmity to sex” (Kiberd 34). 

This upbringing of Miss Julia affects a personality disorder in her. She 
grows up as a man-hating woman. That is why she is torn apart 
between the demand of id and that of superego. Like her, a number of 
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his characters are torn between two extremes: the desire of taking 
pleasure in life and the urge of maintaining the moral standard of the 
class to which they belong. In terms of psychoanalysis they undergo 
the conflict between id and superego.  

Strindberg titles this play Miss Julia: A Naturalistic Play. A naturalistic 
play should be realistic, and a probing into the result of a careful study 
of human behavior and psychology. Strindberg brings out the latent 
conflict undergoing the unconscious mind of Miss Julia. We expunge 
from our consciousness so many physical and psychological 
requirements that are prohibited to be exercised in society. Human 
behavior and actions are motivated by these repressed desires that are 
now stored in our unconscious or subconscious mind. These unful-
filled desires exert themselves and influence our personality beyond 
our knowledge in different ways. Miss Julia’s actions are also 
motivated by her unconscious desires of id. Sprinchorn in his 
Strindberg as Dramatist states that Strindberg tries “to bring the 
unconscious to stage with such intimacy [that] inner life becomes 
outer life” (49). 

Id is the only element of our personality that survives even from our 
birth. All our instinctual impulses, particularly our sexual and agg-
ressive drives, our bodily cravings, needs, wants and desires are the 
demands of id. Postponement of immediate gratification of the desires 
of id affects personality distortion in the person concerned. Under the 
pressure of maintaining social decorum of aristocracy Miss Julia 
wriggles out of fulfillment of the demands of id. That is why she reacts 
in a queer and hysteric way. Hysteria is traditionally considered a 
female disease, and in the late-nineteenth century was defined as a 
mental illness that comes forth when a woman fails or refuses to 
accept her sexual desires and does not become a sexual object. As 
Miss Julia hails from an aristocratic family with all paraphernalia of 
servants, she is expected to have company with the people of the 
same pedigree and to keep distance from lower section of society. But 
it is the instinctual drive for pleasure, the elementary requirement of id 
that coerces Miss Julia to mix up and to dance with her gamekeeper 
and valet. Under the overwhelming impact of desires for pleasure she 
forgets all ranks and positions. This pleasure-seeking craziness in Miss 
Julia astonishes Jean. He tells Christine: “Tonight Miss Julia is crazy 
again; absolutely crazy. . . I saw the young lady leading the dance with 
the gamekeeper. But when she caught sight of me, she rushed right up 
to me and asked me to dance the ladies’ waltz with her. And even 
she’s been waltzing like – well, I never saw the like of it” (117-118). 
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When Jean suggests that her involvement with the servants might taint 
her aristocratic image, her super-ego feelings are aroused and she 
becomes conscious of her superior position and says that “I, the 
mistress of the house, deign to honor this dance with my presence, 
and when it so happens that I actually want to dance with one who 
knows how to lead, so that I am not made ridiculous” (121). For 
sometime she resists the intense desires of id but she is unconscious 
of the fact that she is dominated by the demand of id which requires 
urgent contentment of the hunger for pleasure and makes her forget 
her rank: “To-night we should enjoy ourselves with a lot of happy 
people, and all rank should be forgotten. Now give me your arm” 
(121). Id is the impulsive and unconscious component of our psyche 
which responds directly and immediately to the instincts. Miss Julia’s 
impulsive sex drive comes to the front when she happens to see Jean 
“[putting his arm around her (Christine’s) waist.] and [is unpleasantly 
surprised; speaks with forced gaiety.] Yes, you are a fine partner – 
running away from your lady” (122). Julia’s first image in the play is 
that of a sadist as she orders Jean to kiss her shoe: “And you must 
also kiss my shoe in order to get it just right” (124). She inherited her 
mother’s hatred of men, that is why she gets sexual pleasure by 
inflicting pains on others and that is obvious when she trains her fiancé 
with a riding whip celebrating about the rack of male sex. When Jean 
asks her why she got engaged if she didn’t want to be submissive to 
any man, she confesses “in order to make him my slave.” Again her 
erotic desires are discernable when she sits him down and tilts his 
head to remove the speck from his eye, she feels his biceps and says: 
“big strong fellow like you. [Feels his biceps.] And with such arms!”  
(127).  

Conflict between id and superego gives a clue into the dichotomy 
prevalent in the upper echelon of society: the dichotomy between the 
reality and appearance. In spite of intense demand of id for pleasure by 
mixing up with all kinds of people, the patricians suppress their 
genuine feelings for pleasure due to social values and standards laid 
down by the elite to maintain their distinction from the commonalty. 
Although over-powered by the inevitable demand of id for the corporeal 
gratification, Miss Julia’s cravings are thwarted because the idealistic 
principles internalized by her forbid her mixing up among her servants 
for simple merriment. Strindberg makes a psychological dissection of 
his characters and Miss Julia in particular. Otto Heller rightly says that 
Strindberg's plays in general  are "typical case of certain mental and 
moral maladies which somehow during his time were more or less 
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epidemic throughout the lettered world" or possibly as a valuable case 
study in the "unexplored field of analytic psychology" (Heller 73,92). 
Miss Julia, pining for mundane recreation, lacks capability enough to 
break the walls implying the discrimination between the underdogs and 
the well-to-do. These divergent yearnings in Miss Julia dissect her 
desperately; that is why, her valet Jean observes some whimsicalities 
that are evidently discernable in her activities. Miss Julia says: 

Life, men, everything – just a mush that floats on top of the 
water until it sinks, sinks down! I have a dream that comes 
back to me ever so often. And just now I am reminded of it. I 
have climbed to the top of a column and sit there without 
being able to tell how to get down again. I get dizzy when I 
look down, and I must get down, but I haven’t the courage to 
jump off. I cannot hold on, and I am longing to fall, and yet I 
don’t fall. But there will be no rest for me until I get down, no 
rest until I get down, down on the ground. And if I did reach 
the ground, I should want to get still farther down, into the 
ground itself (126). 

Jean, the valet of Miss Julia, has been famishing in the want of 
gratifying his sensual hankering with Miss Julia due to his poverty. He 
has acceded to the acceptance of mediocre position as a valet only to 
get hold of Miss Julia to quench his dissipated thirst. Under the 
unavoidable pressure of id he forgets his position and that of Miss Julia 
and the consequences engendering through this audacious under-
taking. The sexual instinct of id has dominated him so overwhelmingly 
that he is all set to face any impending menace to fulfill his desires that 
have been latent so far, coming forth only in his dreams as he 
confesses to Miss Julia: “My dream is that I am lying under a tall tree 
in a dark wood. I want to get up to the top, so that I can look out over 
the smiling landscape, where the sun is shining, and so that I can rob 
the nest in which lie the golden eggs. And I climb and climb, but the 
trunk is so thick and smooth, and it is so far to the first branch. But I 
know that if I could only reach that first branch, then I should go right 
on to the top as on a ladder. I have not reached it yet, but I am going 
to, if it only be in my dreams” (126).  

Both Miss Julia and Jean are young when sensual feelings are on their 
threshold to be fulfilled. But the positions of both create impediments in 
their unison to fulfill the demands of id. Jean’s position is too low to 
raise himself upto his goal and Julia’s is too high to lower herself to 
reach her goal where the corporal requirements of id can meet their 
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fulfillment. Both of them are cognizant of the walls of standards and 
values hoisted between the haves and the have-nots by the societal 
rules forming the super-ego of a person. Super-ego incorporating the 
values and morals of society which are learned from one's parents and 
others, keeps Jean’s hankerings for pleasure with Julia pent-up. Both 
of them come on the equal pedestal only at the “moment of seduction, 
in the arms of the great democratized sex” (Brustein 157). 

It is sometimes detrimental to constrain one’s desires. Jeans’ 
suppression of his cravings for pleasure made him sick in desperation. 
He frankly confesses to Julia; “I have been fond of a lot of girls, and 
once I was taken sick because I couldn’t have the one I wanted: sick, 
you know, like those princes in the Arabian Nights who cannot eat or 
drink for sheer love” (128). As he was born “in the cotter’s hovel, 
together with seven other children, and a pig” (129), it was impossible 
for “a cotter’s child” to “get into the park and play with the count’s 
daughter” (129). Jean’s miserable condition gives a clue into the 
predicament of the poor who, cherishing intense desire for pleasure in 
the company of upper class people, are thwarted into desperation and 
deprivation. It was under the pressure of intense desire of the sheer 
carnal nature that Jean as child “crawled under the pile of weeds – into 
stinging thistles and wet, ill-smelling dirt” (129) only to get a sight of 
Julia. 

As already stated, super-ego is the internalization of the cultural values 
learned through one’s parents. It is a type of conscience that punishes 
misdemeanors with feelings of guilt. When Julia’s ego gives in to her 
id’s demands, her super-ego or conscience is also aroused to make 
her feel guilty of what she committed. Society’s norms and regulation 
prohibit the fulfillment of id’s impulses such as sex and belligerence. 
Julia feels guilty of her transgression as she says to Jean: “Do you 
think I am going to stay under this roof as your concubine? Do you 
think I’ll let people point their fingers at me? Do you think I can look my 
father in the face after this? No, take me away from here, all this 
humiliation and disgrace! Oh! What have I done? My God, my God . . . 
Can there be another human being on earth so unhappy as I am at this 
moment? . . . [On her knees, with folded hands] O God in heaven, 
make an end of this wretched life! Take me out of the filth into which I 
am sinking! Save me! Save me!  (136-137). 

She is terrified to think how she would face her father and the society 
whose parameter to judge the sanctity of womanhood does not allow 
her to have any pre-marital sexual alliance. Her super-ego or con-
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science born out of this parameter makes her feel herself, out of the 
feelings of guilt, as a ‘wretched creature’ to be deserved no better than 
“beasts and prostitutes” who have no right to be associated with 
common walks of life. According to Archibald Henderson, Miss Julia is 
marred by "sex disillusionment" (Henderson 52). Henderson was 
impressed with Strindberg’s explicit misogynistic attitude expressed in 
his preface where he says, “Miss Julia is a modern character," a type 
of "half-woman,” “selling herself nowadays for power, decorations, 
distinctions, diplomas, as formerly for money” (107). But Miss Julia 
meets her tragic end not because she was avaricious for all these 
covetous things but because, first she could not resist the desires of id 
for pleasure and then the demand of superego compels her for the 
scarification of her life as the punishment for the violation of social 
values and decorum. In fact the norms associated with sex etiquette 
which she has learned from her parents and society force her to the 
path of desperation and frustration. Being unable to dissociate herself 
from the rules governing socially acceptable behavior, in the form of 
super-ego, she commits suicide.  
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POETRY 

Tasneem Shahnaaz 

FATHER/BABA  

Decorated with garlands,  
a new shawl covering him, 
Father was trussed up  
securely to the bier 
more secure now than in his life. 

Circling him with prayers and folded hands 
proclaiming they would miss him, 
through a screen of tears and wailings, 
they bid him a fond farewell, 
for a safe sojourn  
to where he was going, 
where there was, perhaps, less darkness  
and a little more goodness, 
or so say the scriptures – 
He has more kin and friends  
calling on him now than in his life. 

A pot of water dashed next to his head, 
Always a light sleeper,  
strangely, he did not wake up,  
more soundly asleep now than in his life.   
Placed precisely within the marked out site 
he lay on a hard bed of wood. 
Isn’t this what he wanted 
for his bent, broken back? 

A canopy of logs, 
A kilogram of ghee, 
A few pieces of sandalwood,  
A handful of sawdust, 
are enough to burn Baba, 
contain him in an urn of ashes. 
Smaller now than  
he was ever in his life. 
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LOVE’S MONOLOGUE  

The new language of love: 
“I love you.” Period. 
Then, 
ardour played out in thin threads of apprehension, 
nerves stretched to breaking point in anticipation, 
guttural groans fading into the silence of emotion, 
breath punctuating the pauses of passion. 
Every peak is a crater. 
Love and death go together. 
But, 

I have been dis-membered, torn apart, 
salvage my other truth – split it open! 
Feel me in the rhythm of your living 
in your silence, not in formulaic language, 
in the smell of mother’s milk, 
in the tiny consciousness of the newborn girl, 
in the sweat of the woman who cleans, 
in the fingers that knit and purl the skeins of life. 

I am the lover and the loved too. 
No master or will to dominate, 
Only care for the variegated creations – 
I am the song of the stream that serenades its 
shores, 
I am the protective bark of the tree. 
In the clean tangy morning air, 
in the earth that englobes our bodies after death, 
in the prem raga of the singer, 
I mingle with the chorus of the commune – 
This is how I love myself and you,  
This is how you should re-member me. 

SOUL OF A CITY  

Walking down cobbled city streets  
With  my self and solitude, 
Multitudes walk with me, 
Their eyes unfocussed, yet focused 
on a distant object. 
In their wide open eyes  
saturated with desperation, 
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I see my loneliness  
turned inside out, 
worn like a second skin. 
 
The city: 
Gathers souls of diverse people, 
Cleaves humanity from itself, 
and tears asunder 
bodies, minds, actions. 

• Dr. Tasneem Shahnaaz is Associate Professor in the 
Department of English at Sri Aurobindo College, Delhi 
University. She is interested in English language teaching, 
South Asian studies, Translation, feminist and cultural 
studies. She has published reviews and literary articles in 
scholarly journals and critical anthologies. Her poetry has 
been published in India and abroad. Her published works 
include Business English (2008),  English & Communication 
Skills (Part I & II, 2015, 2016) and a co-edited book, 
Crossing Borders (2017). Her forthcoming book, Translation: 
Principles and Practice is due for release before the end of 
2017. 

❖ 

Manju 

TECHNIQUE OF TEARS 

Hundreds of smiles equal some drops of tears, 
Expel all the litter that causes you fear 
Lighten your heart, make it full of cheer 
Learn to react and not just to bear. 
Take as a gift; Do you hear? Do you hear? 
When no one associates, it comes to you dear 
Don’t be shy; every one must weep  
Whether you or King Lear. 
It doesn’t need accomplishments,  
Only your pains to share. 
Shed your anxiety; let your heart be bare. 
Expel all the litter that causes you fear, 
Take it as a gift. Do You Hear? Do you hear?   
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EVOLVING HUMANITY 

We are humans but of what category? 
We are captured and the animals are free. 
The chains are invisible, not seen with the eyes 
So we assume laughing faces foolish and gloomy wise. 
The wretched sinner is he who possesses innocence 
No love, no harmony, we want just a fence. 
He who lives next to my door is my biggest foe 
I can humiliate humanity just to make him low. 
Abundance of food yet the heart is lean 
I am a clown unless I am so mean. 
God made us different, he made us smart 
We used our brains and made betrayal an art. 
We know how to befool, snatch and cheat 
We know how to accumulate but unaware how to eat. 
We indeed need lessons that can make our heart warm 
We need some creatures to keep us in an animal farm.  

• Dr.  Manju is Assistant Professor in the Department of 
Humanities at Chandigarh University, Punjab. 

 ❖ 

Manasvini Rai 

DREAMBERG 

Bonded with  
my daytime drill 
and standard procedures, 
crucial as they may be, 
I own a dream world 
that follows from my quintessence … 
a sphere where I find 
pictures of you 
in every brilliant boulevard, 
a thriving reverie  
fills every dwam 
I roll through, 
several entire planets 
balloon from  
the colors in me 
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turquoise blue-greens 
sweet tangerine yellows 
ashen greys 
pearls and snow 
come out as marvels  
when up against ebony, 
all manifold hues 
germinate 
into ink and light  
filling perfect crystals, 
rain drops 
glinting shyly  
stock-still in space 
emanating blinding rays 
at sudden angles  
that catch you unawares 
and strikingly amaze. 
My phantom domain 
is not all smiles 
I see tales narrated  
in myriad styles, 
nightmarish streets 
form the unfailing corollary 
to fairies and nectar  
by abounding in phobias 
and all macabre states 
where I am a witness 
even as I see myself 
unravel in guises and roles  
for the benefit 
of interested eyes 
that can never  
ever pin down 
the puppet master 
the mastermind 
who does not miss 
to spawn any  
sentiment or sensation 
all mindscapes are covered  
all arenas are me, 
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to a burgeoning degree 
all times find place here 
new places come to be 
paces vary from  
frozen to lightning 
faces come altered 
masks, hats, warts,  
solid or crooked trees, 
tigers made of talc, 
scars, crowns and tails 
form but a mere tip 
of my dreamberg 
half of my hours 
here I dwell 
the door is always open 
for I have drowned my key. 

• Manasvini Rai is a freelance writer and poet based in 
Jaipur. With a Master’s degree in Journalism and Mass 
Communication, her publications are in the area of film 
studies and e-commerce.  

❖ 

Sheikh Samsuddin 

HOW HER MEMORIES HAUNTED HER 

In full spate was the jungle river,   
In his canoe quickly he took her. 
With his rudder he struck hard, 
In frothy water they went forward. 
Tilted backward, she heard the swash, 
Her mind burbling and agog with mirth, 
Her heart unrolled, heaving high, 
On both sides the lushy bushes went by. 
Her ochre bosom swelled and lay bare, 
The wind wafted her apron and her hair. 
Completely lost, she was breathing fire – 
As if, coiled by a python of an old mire.   
The dross and scud of life were receding 
As quick as the frothy furrows in lines. 
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Then came drifting aloft some soft trebles 
As the birds among the groves did warble. 
The sun tinged the sky in its lower altitude 
And the dusk blurred the earth in solitude. 
A phoebe came hopping on the prow – 
The tiny bird watching their love grow. 
Then came the torrential rain all on a sudden, 
Their sweaty bodies impinged by the heavy rain. 
He propelled his canoe as fast as he could – 
For a dark mantle descended upon the wood. 
The rain stop’d, the world sank into solitude, 
The morning sun glared in a greater magnitude. 
It gave a veneer of gold on the snow-capped mountain 
Beneath which lay Captain Ahuja, ever-frozen. 
Then she woke; the dribs of sweat on her forehead, 
Was it a memory by which often she is haunted? 
Then on the wall a glance she fervidly cast upon 
Only to watch the Paramveer Chakra flashing on. 

• Sheikh Samsuddin, an alumnus of Agra College, Agra, is 
Principal, Ista Badista High School, Badista (Chandanpur) 
Hooghly, West Bengal. 

❖ 

Saurabh Agarwal 

MY ONLY RELIEF 

It’s a didactic deluge 
Every mouth and motormouth 

With views on anything 
An outward proficiency on everything 
Adding to the downpour. 
Yet, scarcely, I have been able to 

Soak my feet 
Standing on the parched island. 
You can cause the immense flood 
At slightest trigger   

Yet firmly grounded is penury 
Of my knowledge. 
It’s a confluence of the conflicting currents 
Wave after wave of preachers 
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Lash the rocks and retreat. 
You come in hordes 
How your expertise flows! 
So I treasure those precious drops 

From the turbulent waters 
Of the indefatigable sermons 
In my cerebral “tin pot.”   
I put it to slow simmer 
On the barely alive flame 

Of scarce reminiscent logic 
Only to see the volatile display 
Of unfounded belief. 
I retreat to the shade of my ignorance 

That’s my only relief. 

DAY’S END 

When I am back at home, I disrobe 
Myself of that artificial smile, 
Worn all day long. 
Now crowned by my very own 
Most natural frown. 
I take off that battered armour 
Of borrowed courage and I succumb 
To the inhabitant fears. 
Time to feed the pets of gloom 
And ascertain their well-being. 
I always find them playful. 
Replaying that film of past 
On the screen of mind. 
You bet I have not missed a scene. 
I lay engrossed, 
Immune to the pain it throws, 
Oblivious to the stench that grows. 

LONG WAIT ANSWERED? 

You swept across, as winds of change 
A promise of spring after centuries of autumn,  
A promise to glorious future, 
The rightful place, 
To a tribe denied the celebrated inheritance. 
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Edict to be written in glistening gold. 
We eagerly lapped up the flow of promises, 
Transported to a dreamland. 
So we ushered the change, 
Chorus of favour grew, a messiah installed 
(Come what may, we always need one.)   
 
All looked well, 
Clogged wheels moved and creaked, 
Slumbering giant stirred, 
World saw in awe and dismay, 
Yes, yes, we can make it. 
It’s frenzy now 
But don’t touch the holy cow. 
Don’t moan if your rights are trampled. 
 
You are known to be bold, 
But need to loosen this stranglehold. 
Yes we know we are sitting on gold 
Disagree to revert back to old. 
Dissent is crushed,  
In a hurry we seem, 
So be ready for the bad curry. 
It takes too many cook to spoil the meal, 
But one, overconfident one, achieves no less. 
So untamed mind gets into an overdrive, 
Ambition “overvaults,” may hit the floor. 
Cross the borders,  
Still some boundaries deserve respect.      
 
The tired hearts that have waited for long, 
Banal chatter had reverberated for long. 
We can’t afford to miss it now, 
If we miss it now 
We may miss it forever. 

• Saurabh Agarwal, a Management graduate, is an Agra-
based businessman and freelance writer. 

❖ 
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G.L. Gautam 

AN UNHAPPY CREATURE 

Following a heavy downpour, 
the Sun-drenched earth is happy 
like a woman after orgasm. 
 
The peasant, the artisan, the worker 
are all happy. 
At dawn, 
it is still raining 
so the school-going children are happy. 
 
The trees look fresh and joyous 
with their leaves glistening. 
 
So are the freshers in college, 
full of romance. 
  
The air moves dead slow 
soothing the surface of the pond. 
 
A poet is the happiest of all. 
 
But there’s an unhappy creature 
in a local temple 
called priest. 
Morose and sad he looks 
as he knows for sure 
whenever it rains heavy 
the heavy-bosomed girl 
remains indoor. 

 
• Dr. G. L. Gautam is Associate Professor in the Department 

of English at Lajpat Rai (PG) College, Sahibabad, Ghaziabad. 
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SHORT STORY 

MAKHURI  

Aruna Pandey 

This one is about a small woman who lived most of her life in a small 
room that was kind of a rectangle upside down with no windows. She 
just about fitted into the room because she was small—a tiny creature 
almost in the form of a lizard with a cute face and a cuter bun that she 
wound around the nape of her neck every now and then. The rectangle 
(her room) was the only real friend she had. Next was the worn-out 
stringy hammock of a bed that threatened to collapse any time. The 
place was full of tiny/big mosquitoes but she didn’t really mind as they 
kept her company. “They bite me but sing to me too when I’m lonely 
and depressed…” she would tell the ‘best person’ in the house. The 
others would just make fun of her so she confided in an equally lonely 
person who was a part of the big household that she served. This was 
the landlord’s third daughter who was talented but fiery in tempera-
ment. She was slightly over-built and too tall by Indian standards for a 
girl of nineteen. “We’re both living in two different kinds of hell, 
Makhuri—mine is worse because I have everything and can’t run 
away. They’ll catch me and imprison me in another household so 
might as well stick to this one. At least here, in my father’s house, I 
needn’t go downstairs and work if I don’t want to!” 

Makhuri was the saviour and slave of a bustling household for which 
she worked from dawn to dusk—even beyond. She swept and 
cleaned; upstairs and downstairs with not a moment to waste. By the 
time she was allowed to go to bed, the stars were already thickly and 
brilliantly shining in the heavens—the night sky all inky black looking 
as if it would stay there forever. No one really ever saw Makhuri eating 
her meals—she probably didn’t want to be seen eating by anyone. The 
speed and manner in which she ate her food and the little burps in 
between would have probably embarrassed her. But the other reason 
that she so quickly finished off her meals was so she could spend time 
to curl up in the corner to sleep—10 minutes were good enough. And 
then, the body was back to work. The next eight to nine hours. There 
was one good thing about Makhuri though—she would scream out her 
words in whatever order she could whenever she felt people being 
unfair to her. Of course that came after a great deal of receiving 
scolding and contempt though most of the time people were generally 
fond of good old Makhuri. 
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If one were to think of her living conditions in 1971, to be precise (by 
the way, she was named Makhuri that means a big mosquito), one 
would be amazed that she survived those years to go back, one rainy 
day, to her small territory called Sindur. That moment of freedom or so 
it seemed. But it was actually a walking away from one prison to 
another—maybe a more dangerous one where people strangled and 
killed each other over small arguments and man-handled women 
whenever they felt the need. But she didn’t care—she’d seen the worst 
and was prepared for lesser evils that might come her way. Men didn’t 
look at her much anyway (small mercies) because she hadn’t really 
grown in form and beauty in the way normal women do. She looked 
neither young nor old—could have been anywhere between forty five 
to sixty years. Who cared? As long as she was there to work for 
everyone.  

Maybe people thought of people who worked for them as people of 
another breed who were destined and ordained to work for others 
without recognition or notice. That was what they were born for and 
that was what they should be satisfied about. No complaints and no 
grudges—the Indian caste system made sure of that! Some years later 
the white household got to know that dear old Makhuri had died. The 
person who told them didn’t really know how she’d died. “Surely 
someone strangled her for some stupid thing—or maybe the other 
women of the house starved her to death—stringy as she was—she 
must have just given up on life. A fiery soul doesn’t survive forever in a 
battered body!” All these conjectures followed the news. 

The truth came on another day explaining how Makhuri died. It had 
been on her way to the white house she always talked so much about. 
She’d praised the people in the house and said that there was no harm 
in serving people who are busy becoming doctors and lawyers. And so 
what if they shouted at her and screamed names—they were doing 
better and bigger things. Didn’t matter—she wanted to go back to her 
old way of life—back to the rectangle of a room with big and tiny 
mosquitoes humming her to sleep, much against the family she was 
born in. So on another fine rainy day when the jamuns were purple and 
plump on the big swaying trees, she ran away from ‘home’ as fast as 
her little legs would carry her.  

Actually, she was crossing the road when the monster lorry hit her…. 

• Dr. Aruna Pandey is Associate Professor in the Department 
of English at University of Rajasthan, Jaipur. 
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REVIEW ESSAYS  

Bose: Immortal Legend of India’s Freedom – Contemporary Critical 
Orientations. Re-Markings Special Number Vol.16 No.1, January 
2017. Edited by Nibir K. Ghosh, A. Karunaker & Sunita Rani Ghosh. 
New Delhi: Re-Markings in Association with Authorspress, 2017. pp. 
307. ` 599. 

BOSE: ENIGMATIC ICON 

Jonah Raskin 

For this review, I’d like to call the January 2017 Special Number on 
Bose a “book” because in my view the word “book” accords the 
volume the respect it deserves. Yes, it’s a collection of essays, 
interviews, poems and personal recollections with an introduction 
about Bose by Nibir K. Ghosh who did the editing with help from his 
wife, Dr. Sunita Rani Ghosh, who teaches at Agra College, and from 
Professor A. Karunaker, who teaches at Osmania University. If I were 
to make this book required reading in a class, I would invite students to 
think about the ways that writers represent historical figures. Indeed, 
the Bose special number is a study in representation.  

Granted, the contributors offer facts, including the date of Bose’s birth 
on the 23 rd of January 1897 and the date of his death on the 18th of 
August 1945, nine days after the U.S. dropped a nuclear bomb on 
Nagasaki, Japan and 12 days after the U.S. dropped a nuclear bomb 
on Hiroshima. What the dates say to me is that Bose was born at the 
end of nineteenth century when the British Empire was at its peak and 
that he was still alive at the birth of the nuclear age and the emergence 
of the U.S. as a world power. Indeed, Bose was aware of the use of the 
atomic bomb. He noted that while Japan had surrendered, India would 
not, and that the struggle for Indian independence—which fueled his 
very soul—would continue.  

Yes, there are facts aplenty in this book, and wonderful quotations 
from Bose that bring him to life. But it is the many different 
interpretations of Bose that make this book fascinating reading. The 
title for my essay, “Enigmatic Icon,” is not original with me. It comes 
from a passage in Sukalpa Bahattacharjee’s essay titled “Netaji in Our 
Times: Weaving Fragments of a Great Life.” Bahattacharjee’s phrase 
“enigmatic icon” is amplified, it seems to me, by an image of Bose in 
the essay by Ajit Mukherjee and Pranamita Pati that’s titled “Subhas 
Chandra Bose: A Visionary Spiritualist.” Mukherjee and Pati write that, 
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“Subhas Bose remains a hard nut to crack.” Indeed, enigmatic icons 
like Bose are always hard nuts to crack” because they have so many 
different sides.  

The thirty-three contributors to this volume call Bose all sort of names: 
a “nationalist hero,” “the true architect of modern India, a “military 
general,” “a visionary,” “a statesman,” “a politician,” “a trade union 
leader,” “a seer,” “a great orator,” “a radical thinker” and “a guru.” No 
doubt, he was all of those things and more.  

If I were to write a biography of Bose I might have the word “love” or 
“lover” in the title. I would begin the book with the quotation from Bose 
that’s included in the aforementioned essay in which the authors call 
him a “Visionary Spiritualist.” The quotation is from “My Faith, 
Philosophical” in which Bose wrote, “The essential nature of reality is 
LOVE.” For emphasis he capitalized the word love. He added that, 
“LOVE is the essence of the Universe and the essential principle of 
human life.”  

Bose used the word “LOVE,” I think, in much the same way that Che 
Guevara did when he said that, "The true revolutionary is guided by a 
great feeling of love.” Che added, “It is impossible to think of a genuine 
revolutionary lacking this quality."  

Bose also used the word love in much the same way that Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. used it when he talked about the “Beloved 
Community.” Reading the essays, interviews and poems and the short 
play in this book makes it clear that Bose loved the Indian people and 
that he loved life itself. The essay “Emilie Schenkl: In Letter and Spirit” 
by Sunita Rani Ghosh makes it clear that Bose also loved his Austrian 
wife who gave birth to their child and who loved him deeply and 
passionately and that she supported him in the struggle for Indian 
independence.  

Sunita Rani Ghosh quotes a letter from Bose to Emilie in which he 
called himself “a wandering bird that comes from afar, remains for a 
while and then flies away to its distant home.” Bose saw his fugitive 
nature clearly. Moreover, if he was a nationalist, a trade union leader 
and a military general, he was also a poet who used poetical language 
like “wandering bird” and “iceberg,” another image he used to describe 
himself. The iceberg melted in the love that Emilie offered him. 

Before I go on, I think that it’s essential to say that I am writing this 
review essay in my home in Santa Rosa, California on April 10, 2017. 
It’s only three days after my return from a two-week sojourn in India 
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when I met some of the contributors to this volume including Dev Vrat 
Sharma, who showed me great kindness in Jaipur, and Monali 
Bhattacharya who greeted me when I arrived at Jaypee Institute of 
Information Technology in Noida and who made sure that I had food to 
eat and a place to sleep.  

I would not be writing this essay now in the way that I am writing it if I 
had not been to India. Indeed, this essay is written from the 
perspective of a traveler who crossed boundaries and who saw India 
for the first time in his life. Having been in India, albeit only for two 
weeks and in only a small part of the country, I think I understand India 
far more than before I went to India. I also see and appreciate Bose in 
his many-sidedness, as a nationalist and as an anti-imperialist who 
recognized that World War II provided a critical moment to drive a 
stake into the heart of the British Empire and who also saw that it might 
be necessary to form tactical alliances with Germany and Japan. Let’s 
remember that Stalin and Hitler had a non-aggression pact and that 
Irish nationalists thought along lines similar to Bose.  

I am also reminded at this moment of Bernadette Devlin, the Irish 
revolutionary who served as a Member of Parliament from 1969 to 
1974 and who said famously of the British “kick them when they’re 
down.” Like Devlin, and like Che Guevara and Nelson Mandela, Bose 
knew that revolutions often demand not only love but also armed 
struggle. Indeed, the American abolitionist and ex-slave Frederick 
Douglass noted, “Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never 
did and it never will.”  

As this book shows, Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose belongs in the same 
company with Douglass, Mandela, Guevera and Devlin—and with 
Gandhi and Nehru who were among my boyhood heroes. For decades 
the West has represented the Indian independence movement as non-
violent and as pacifist. Now, with this book it will no longer be as easy 
for the West to ignore Bose and to turn a blind eye on the army of 
Indian soldiers that he helped to create.  

Bose’s life was also a series of adventures. All the way through this 
book I could see it transformed in a movie with drama and conflict and 
love and tragedy. It’s too bad, and so sad that Bose died at that critical 
moment in human history at the birth of the nuclear age. Still, this book 
brings him to life. The editors and the contributors are to be 
congratulated for producing a fascinating study in the representation of 
an Indian hero too often ignored and forgotten. And may I please end 
this review/ essay with a sobering fact that’s included in this book—
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namely that the British authorities imprisoned Bose eleven times. The 
odds seemed to be against him. The world appeared to be hostile to 
him and his cause and yet he did the right thing for the brief time—just 
48 years—that he was on the face of the earth. 

When the Special Number was launched in March 2017 in Agra, 
Subhas Chandra Bose’s grand-nephew Sugata Bose graced the event 
with his presence. The Gardiner Professor of Oceanic History and 
Affairs at Harvard University and a Member of Parliament in the current 
Lok Sabha, Sugata Bose is an internationally renowned scholar and a 
living embodiment of his grant-uncle’s legacy. Nibir K. Ghosh’s lively, 
informative interview with Sugata appears near the front of the Special 
Number. Sugata offers a slew of important replies to Ghosh’s 
questions. He observes, for example, that Netaji (the Hindi word for 
“Respected Leader) was motivated by love and that if he hated, it “was 
reserved for the oppressive British rule, not the British, and he 
advocated the friendliest relations with the British people once freedom 
was won.”  

Sugata also says that Netaji “genuinely admired Gandhi” and that there 
was no final parting of the ways between the Mahatma and his grand-
uncle. I also found it significant that Sugata noted that Bose “criticized 
Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union” and that he, Sugata, admires 
Hugh Toye’s study of Bose titled, The Springing Tiger. “Considering 
that it was written by a British intelligence officer who had fought 
against Netaji and interrogated INA prisoners, the book was remarkable 
for its broad-minded and balanced approach.” Now there’s a 
fascinating human element in the story.  

If Ghosh’s interview with Sugata Bosh sends readers to The Springing 
Tiger that’s not a bad thing. Then, too, if it inspires a young scholar or 
two to dig into the historical record and write a full, complete biography 
of Netaji that’s all to the good. The Special Issue can only generate 
more discussion and debate about a man no longer lost in the folds of 
history. Thanks to Nibir K. Ghosh and the whole team, Netaji Lives! 

• 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. During the height of the cultural revolution 
of the 1970s, he served as the Minister of Education of the 
Yippies (the Youth International Party), and maintained close 
connections with the Black Panthers, the White Panthers, the 
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Weatherpeople, and with radical groups in France, England 
and Mexico. 

❖ 

LOVE’S LABOUR GAINED 

Ramesh Chandra Shah 

It’s “Love’s Labour” literally, this issue of Re-Markings devoted to 
Subhas Chandra Bose, Immortal legend of India’s freedom struggle. 
And, it has borne fruit. For decades Netaji has been consigned to 
oblivion by our political, academic and cultural seats of power. 
Reasons for such a collective amnesia of conspiracy of silence are 
obvious as well as not so obvious. But these facts of reality have, I 
think, been illuminated for the first time from so many angles and 
perspectives through a journal which is hardly expected to undertake a 
stupendous and out of its way task, because of its literary character 
and orientation. But, paradoxically, now this accomplished event 
seems to me to acquire and reinforce a strange sense of long-delayed 
justice and inevitability. Yes, it’s a very complex scenario and history 
as well as politics (in their set grooves) seem to be of little help in 
enabling you to crystallize in your anguished mind and sensitivity a 
substantially, essentially and factually true image of Bose – redeemed 
from all misunderstandings, distortions and irrelevant accidents. How 
does one come to terms with such a heroic figure emotionally and 
intellectually? All times, these present times as well as those bygone 
times, seem to be utterly out of joint. Who can set them right? Dr. 
Ghosh’s initiative in this Special Number on Bose has demonstrated 
the relevance of this question, and to a great extent, has done the job. 

We writers in particular – who are innately accused, doomed to 
comprehend everything through our sensibility rather than pure logic or 
ideological orientations  (side-taking) – how are we to make  sense 
and substance of events and phenomena so remote and so tangled or 
confused? Especially me, who happens to have been nurtured on the 
example and precepts of heroes like historic figures as Gandhi and 
Aurobindo – poles apart politically and temperamentally and yet so 
inseparably related, relevant, and vital to and dependent upon the self-
image of our country – our India and our Indian identity, am I any better 
equipped to know who I am at 80, than I was at 18? How does such a 
man do justice to such a trio – so inextricably blended together in his 
imagination – in his idea of India and the uniquely beautiful and 
meaningful Indian (Hindu) way of walking upon this earth?  
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I thank Dr. Sisir Kumar Bose – for his “Editorial Note” to Netaji and 
India's Freedom, published in this issue – for arousing in me an exact 
image of that emotion, that actual feeling of the “revolutionary 
situation, without parallel in the history of the Indian struggle and 
pregnant with immense possibilities including a forcible seizure of 
power, was obtaining in India in 1945-46 as a direct outcome of 
Subhas Chandra Bose's activities during the war.” Dr. Bose has given 
us a feel of how “Subhas Chandra Bose provided to his countrymen in 
1945-46, in absentia and as a direct outcome of his wartime activities, 
a most wonderful opportunity to realise in full the aims of India's 
national struggle as proclaimed since the Lahore session of the Indian 
National Congress in 1929.” He rightly adds, “The man who 
commanded Indian history in 1945-46 paid the price of failing to arrive 
when independence came to the divided subcontinent in 1947.” I 
appreciate his realistic appraisal of the votaries of a strange and 
spurious new Bose cult joined by frustrated and defeated politicians.  

I must make a special mention of Sunita Rani Ghosh’s essay entitled 
“Emilie Schenkl: In Letter and Spirit” that highlights a relatively less 
known chapter in Netaji’s otherwise tumultuous life. It was nothing 
short of a revelation for me to be acquainted with the rare and 
exemplary personality of Emilie Schenkl who, despite hailing from an 
alien culture, states Sunita Rani, “remained very steadfast in her love 
for Subhas, the love that asked no question, the love that stood the test 
in allowing him the freedom to offer upon the altar of his nation the 
dearest and the best.” 

Though every piece in this precious collection is a must read for 
anyone interested in the legendary hero, the two interviews published 
in the volume are bound to be of special significance. In his 
conversation with Nibir K. Ghosh, Sugata Bose – the grand-nephew of 
Subhas Chandra Bose, Harvard Historian and Lok Sabha M.P. – 
illuminates various dimensions of the personality and contribution of 
Netaji to the Indian Freedom struggle. His statement, “No one spoke 
truth to power as Bose did….Bose’s life was an example of tyag or 
renunciation of power and privilege,” rekindled in me memories of the 
popular image of Bose that we had in those old days. Mrs. Zeenat 
Ahmed’s interview (conducted by Tara Sami Dutt and Zara Urouj) 
reminded me of the film, Rome: An Open Space, wherein a terrible 
portrait of what the brave intellectuals were made to face at the trial. 
Well, the Britishers were not equivalent to Nazis and Fascists but “they 
did everything to break their spirits.” Her plaint, “It is the younger 
generation who need to bring his name back into prominence,” is 
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something we truly need to ponder on to create an India that Bose 
dreamt of.  

To conclude, I am optimistic in sharing my hope that this Re-Markings’ 
Special Number, Bose: Immortal Legend of India’s Freedom, will take 
its rightful place among the most valuable works on the life and times 
of Subhas Chandra Bose. 

• Padmashree Dr. Ramesh Chandra Shah is an eminent 
Hindi writer. Besides 11 acclaimed novels, his publications 
include several collections of Short Stories, Poems, Essays 
and Plays. He has recently been honoured with the Sahitya 
Akademi Award for his novel Vinayak.  

❖ 

SUBHAS CHANDRA BOSE: A LEGEND OF  

INDIA’S FREEDOM AND IDEA OF INDIA 

Abdul Shaban 

To overcome the contemporary emerging challenges to 
India’s diversity, plurality and nationalism, it is 
important that Netaji’s ideas and visions get 
rediscovered and celebrated. 

In a span of two years or so, India in 1940s lost two of its rebellious 
sons. These were Subhas Chandra Bose, popularly known as ‘Netaji’ 
and Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, who is lovingly called ‘Bapuji’. 
The former was lost fighting the British colonialism on India while the 
latter was killed by a Hindu fanatic while fighting for ‘plural’ India and 
Hindu-Muslim unity. Both of these leaders differed in their approaches 
to make India free but the aim was to have free and independent India 
and to secure its people social justice, equality and development. 
Whereas Bapuji rebelled through old methods of mobilising people and 
adopted ‘ahimsa’ against the most powerful colonial and military 
power of the time, Netaji rebelled from Gandhi’s Ahimsa and allied and 
negotiated with Axis Powers of the time to forcefully decolonise India 
from the British. Despite enormous differences in their approaches to 
make India free, there were some interesting commonalities between 
them and most important was that they believed in social and ethnic 
plurality of India and if any of them could have succeeded in securing 
Independence the way they wanted, the partition of the country could 
have been avoided.  
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It is an irony that where Bapuji could get his recognition and received 
meaningful State and social attentions, which he deserves, Netaji 
largely got forgotten and today mainly gets portrayed as only regional 
and ethnic icon, mainly that of Bengal and Bengalis. To overcome the 
contemporary emerging challenges to India’s diversity, plurality and 
nationalism, it is important that Netaji’s ideas and policy get 
rediscovered and celebrated. This can be done not only thorough 
available documents and evidence, but also through compiling 
people’s memories and oral narratives about him. 

A small, but a meaningful, attempt in this direction has been made by 
the Special Number of English literary journal Re-Markings (Vol.16, 
No.1, 2017) launched at Agra by Professor Sugata Bose, grandnephew 
of Netaji, on 18th March 2017. For many of us it was a rare occasion 
where people from different religious groups presented their claims to 
Netaji as their own and in whose dreams they also could locate and 
imagine their own futures and idea of Independent India.   

Twenty nine scholarly contributions have been published in this special 
issue of Re-Markings These papers have closely examined life and the 
contributions of Netaji from various perspectives. While releasing the 
special number of the journal Sugata Bose, Professor of Oceanic 
History, Harvard University, U.S.A., remarked, “The refusal to 
compromise with injustice and wrong was one of the most appealing 
features in Bose's character. His life was an example of tyag or 
renunciation of power and privilege. Though Netaji has been neglected 
in official histories and textbooks, he looms large in popular memory, 
not just in Bengal, but throughout the subcontinent.” A detailed 
interview of Mrs. Zeenat Ahmad, wife and companion to Colonel 
Mahboob Ahmad of Indian National Army (INA), by Tara Sami and Zara 
Urouj, has been published in this issue. Zeenat Ahamd says, “Bose lost 
his life for the country and he is not given the recognition he 
deserves.... We desperately need someone like him, someone who is 
not self-seeking but can put the country before himself. The idea of 
being an Indian is dying out”(48). In his paper, Shanker A. Dutt argues, 
“Subhash Chandra Bose is no exception to the idiosyncrasies of the 
writing and the writing-into-silence of History…. Remembrance would 
be meaningful if we understand Bose, the human person, engaging in 
dialogue with his life, convictions, his writings and his idea of India” 
(102-110).  

In his paper, Abdul Shaban argues that had Subhas Chandra Bose 
been alive, the partition of the country could have been averted.... He 
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was capable and had all the potential of changing the destiny of the 
subcontinent and take humanity in this region to a different direction 
and a brighter common future (78). In a similar vein, N.S. Tasneem 
argues, “India attained freedom … after the country had been 
partitioned in a ruthless manner. But it was not freedom of the land that 
had been envisioned by Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose” (100). Bose’s 
representation of Hindu-Muslim unity and women’s empowerment are 
examined by Mohammad Asim Siddiqui and Sanjukta Sattar, 
respectively. Siddiqui argues that Netaji “was very clear about the 
question of Hindu-Muslim unity. His Azad Hind Fauj was remarkable 
for drawing soldiers from different sections and different communities” 
(132), while Sanjukta Sattar argues, “Netaji firmly believed that no 
country can develop without women's participation and their 
emancipation and strongly advocated gender equality” (180). 

Examining Netaji’s personal life (and charms he could create) through 
the letters he wrote to his German wife, Emilie Schenkl, Sunita Rani 
says,“…let us remember with pride and fondness how Emilie Schenkl, 
a non-Hindu woman from an alien clime and culture could so selflessly 
devote and dedicate herself, like the legendary Indian women of 
bygone ages, to her first and only love” (151). And this defines the 
other side of Subhas’s personality who could connect with his 
intimates so closely. Shrikant Singh, in his paper on “People who 
influenced Subhas Chnadra Bose,” argues that even Rabindranath 
Tagore praised Netaji’s dedication and attachment to the national 
cause and devoted his song "Ekala Chalo Re" to Bose. This also 
speaks volumes of the love and reverence Tagore had for Bose.  

In sum, papers in the volume make important contribution to the 
already existing literature on Netaji’s life, his personality, and his vision 
for India. They convey that we need to celebrate his ideas and his 
vision, and this need is felt all the more in the current changing political 
context. 

• Dr. Abdul Shaban is Professor in the School of Development 
Studies at Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai and 
Deputy Director, Tuljapur Campus. He is author of Mumbai: 
Political Economy of Crime and Space (2010); Editor of Lives 
of Muslims in India: Politics, Exclusion and Violence (2012) 
and Muslims in Urban India: Development and Exclusion 
(2013).  

❖ 



 

 

Book Review  

Contemporary Women’s Writing in Canada. Edited by Santosh Gupta 
and Bandana Chakrabarty. New Delhi: Pencraft International, 2016. pp. 
241. ` 800. 

Purabi Panwar 

As stated by the Editors in their “Introduction” to the collection, 
“Canadian literature is a multi-streamed, polyphonic presence 
representing various ethnicities, cultures and literary traditions brought 
together through a series of cultural encounters, re/questionings and 
re/imaging  of the Canadian identity.” The migrants brought with them 
their own worldview, their hopes and fears, arising from crossing over 
to the country of adoption from the country of origin. The women 
among them began writing about their experiences in the new world, 
from the early days of the settlement. Distinct among them were the 
Native American writers, also known as the First World women writers. 
The book under review is a collection of writings on these women 
writers as they are perceived today. 

The opening essay by Jasbir Jain, “Wilderness and Women: Between 
Utopia and Dystopia” – based on four texts by Susanna Moodie, 
Margaret Laurence, Gabrielle  Roy and Margaret Atwood – looks at the 
role played by women in the formation of the Canadian society as it 
exists today “…with two dominant European powers – British and 
French – living side by side though somewhat in an hierarchical 
relationship.” The concluding essay, “Exploring Nature in Canadian 
Women’s Poetry” by Kshamata Chaudhary is also of a general nature 
and takes a look at the depiction of nature in Canadian women’s 
poetry, with the “…vast prairies, freezing winter and fierce summer…” 
that characterizes the country. This dichotomy is reflected in the works 
of the poets whose works capture “…the shining and diminishing 
aspects of nature getting reflected nationally upon human life in 
general.” 

Like feminist writers all over the world, Alice Munro has challenged 
existing patriarchal discourse and hegemony that has created socio-
cultural inequalities. Santosh Gupta takes a comprehensive look at her 
stories in the essay “Dialogic Social Interactions: Alice Munro’s 
Narratives” and comes to the conclusion, “Munro has revolutionized 
the story form devising a narrative that is subversive and affirmative 
simultaneously…. Munro depicts the lives of girls and women as 
human beings, avoiding any extreme and lop-sided sympathies and 
interests.” Sameen Ahmed’s essay “Alice Munro’s Short Stories: an 
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Ecofeminist Perspective” analyzes some of the author’s short stories 
to look at the bond between nature and women and the exploitation 
and subjugation of both by agents of patriarchy. It offers a good textual 
analysis. Bandana Chakrabarty talks about relationships, specially the 
mother-daughter relationship in her essay, “The Narrative of Woman-
hood: Alice Munro’s Stories” as also her narrative technique. She has 
taken stories from different collections by Munro and skillfully explored 
how her fiction has evolved both in terms of form and theme. 

Margaret Atwood’s name is perhaps one of the most well known 
among Canadian writers. Two of the three essays in the book look at 
her poetry and the third one at her novel The Year of the Flood. Talking 
about her poetry, Sudha Rai concedes in “Will the Ground Hold and 
How much Longer?: Mindscapes on Nature and Culture in Margaret 
Atwood’s ‘The Door’” that “Any attempt to comment on Margaret 
Atwood’s vision and art as a poet is a challenging task given the range 
and beauty of her poetic mindscapes which make the reader grapple 
several times over with the subtlety and strength of the paradigms she 
presents.” Rai talks about Atwood’s recent concern as a committed 
activist against environmental degradation. In her essay “Defending the 
Canadian Wilderness: Changing Perspectives in Atwood’s Poetry” 
Akansha Kaushik highlights Atwood’s strong connection with the land 
by showing how her “protagonists determine to throw off their social 
exterior and merge for a while with the wilderness.” 

One cannot talk about Canadian women’s writing without referring to 
the women writers of the First Nation Communities, a term used for the 
native Indians who were there before the whites took over their land 
and colonized them, attempting to destroy their culture, language and 
history. Talking of Maria Campbell’s autobiography titled Halfbreed, 
Nidhi Singh in her essay “Autopoetics of Identity: Exploring Maria 
Campbell’s Halfbreed” says,  “Rooted in the history of the region, her 
struggles for self-actualization is a journey undertaken from a state of 
powerlessness towards empowerment, echoing the story of 
marginalized groups at large.” The two interviews, “Lee Maracle’s 
Search for Words that can Help us find our Humanity” by Coomi 
Vevaina and “An Interview with Joan Crate” by Nancy Batty give an 
added dimension, a living one, to the book. The book is very 
informative as it displays some of the major Canadian writers’ 
involvement with their society’s cultural, ecological and literary issues.  

• Purabi Panwar is a Delhi-based academic and freelance 
journalist. 
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