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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an investigation into the engagement with and representation of history
in the works of a number of Indian English writers of the 1980 and 90s as well as a couple of
very recent writers. It applies strands of colonial and postcolonial debates, ideas from
postmodern literary theory and philosophy of history, and a sense of historical context to a

few selected novels: Midnight’s Children by Salman Rushdie, The Shadow Lines by Amitav

Ghosh, The Trotter-Nama by 1. Allan Sealy, The Great Indian Novel by Shashi Tharoor, Such

a Long Journey by Rohinton Mistry, Looking Through Glass by Mukul Kesavan, Rich Like
Us by Nayantara Sahgal, Red Earth and Pouring Rain by Vikram Chandra, What the Body

Remembers by Shauna Singh Baldwin, and The Point of Return by Siddhartha Deb. The

study begins from the premise that these novels are characterized by an oppositional and
contestatory attitude towards colonial as well as nationalist discourses. An attempt has, thus,
been made to explore how, through a critical and revisionist engagement with colonial and
nationalist historiography, these novels try to capture and invent a new reality of postcolonial
Indian nation. Through new methodo!ogica] and philosophical interventions into the notions
of history and historica! representations, they attempt to address the issue of socio-political
marginality, and provide new insights for historiography.

The introductory chapter starts by offering a broad survey of the kind of
historiographic representation that has been dominant in colonial and postcolonial India. The
chapter attempts to situate the texts selected for the present study in historical context by
exploring the genesis and development of historical consciousness in Indian novels from the
time of its colonial advent to the modern times, and the changes in attitude and perspectives
among the writers of fiction in English regarding fictional engagement of history, even as
Indian historiography goes through paradigmatic shifts from a contestation of colonial
historiography to nationalist self-assertion, and from being an essential part of nation-building
to the ‘prose of insurgencies’ of the Subaltern School.The chapter also presents some
terminological explanations, rational for the selection of the texts and brief chapter
summaries.

Chapter One, “History and Narratives”, presents a discussion on the philosophical and

methodological issues related to history-fiction interface as evident in the novels.History-



fiction interface and narrativization of history intervene significantly in the discourse of
history by foregrounding the question of the interrelationships between narrativity and
historiography.It is argued that these novels, in their problematizing of the dominant notions
of historiography and in their search for lost, suppressed, marginalized histories of India,
serve, in more ways than one, as supplementary and corrective toimperial, colonial, neo-
colonial, nationalist historiography. While Rushdie, Ghosh and Deb utilize the power of
memory to create a radically individual narrative that is meant to supplant a dominant,

hegemonic conception of history, their forms are different.Midnight's Childrenby Salman

Rushdie, The Great Indian Novel by Shashi Tharoor, The Trotter-Nama by 1. Allan Sealy and

Looking Through Glass by Mukul Kesavan employ a post-modern fictive strategy and magic-

realism. In Ghosh and Deb's narrativization of history also we find, as in Rushdie, an
overwhelming profusion of events, memories and places. Mistry, Baldwin and Sahgal write
more or less in the realist form and prove that realism can also be effectively used to re-write

and subvert dominant historiography. In some cases, like Red Earth and Pouring Rain, The

Great Indian Novel, by obliterating the line between myth and history, the novelist exposes

the falsity of the conventional fact/fiction opposition and thus acquires the status of an
itihaskar. Towards the later part of the chapter, [ further discuss the issue of history-fiction
interface by revealing the ways fictional history fills the silence in academic historiography
surrounding unrepresented and unrepresentable traumatic history such as the Partition.
Narrativizations of history in these novels not only problematize the traditional concept of

fiction and history but also work out alternative strategies to narrativize the history of India.

Chapter Two, “History and Nation”, argues that the picture of the nation that
emergesthrough the revisionist narrativization of history, is not celebratory as in its moment
of birth but subversive and elegiac, one that is different than what nationalist or colonialist
wish or present it to be.The chapter is structured around three distinct thematic concerns
common to these texts. First of all, it looks into the disenchantment and the sense of betrayal
with the nation and nationalism in these texts, a disenchantment that was the result of socio-
political and intellectual currents of the particular historical time in which they were written.
Secondly, it is argued that the derivativeness of the concept of nationalism as well as the
continuation ofthe legacy of colonialism by the postcolonial elite were the causes of

consequent failure of the nation-state in delivering the promise of freedom and liberty.



Rushdie, Tharoor, Sahgal, and Mistry go on charting the failure of the nation and lament the
rotting away of all the promises and expectations of a nascent republic betrayed by the ruling
elites. Novels like The Shadow Lines by Amniitav Ghosh, What the Body Remembers by
Shauna Singh Baldwin, and The Point of Return by Siddhartha Deb reveal how the Partition,

the very moment of the birth of the nation, destroyed one of the most revered foundations of
the nation: that is, the idea of a stable community, the feeling of shared heritage and
belonging. It is observed that these novels are not as overwhelmingly about nation-building or
celebration like the earlier nationalist novels but about nation-mourning. Finally, I read these
texts as counter-narratives to the national narratives in that, in place of a singular, unitary
nation, they introduce the idea of a nation which is characterized by muliiplicity and
heterogeneity. By providing space of enunciation to the margins of the nation, these novels

counter the ideas of authenticity, purity of national identity inherent in nationalist construction
of India.

The picture of the nation, riddled with violence, cracks and fissures, is best
represented in corporeal terms by the writers. The corporeal representation of history and
nation is examined in Chapter Three, “History and Body”. This chapter examines how Indian
English novels represent history, mostly disruptive and traumatic history of the sub-continent
is represented through the ‘body’. First, the chapter explores body images in terms of
Bakhtin’s grotesque realism. If the alternative historiography of these texts point to the
vibrant possibilities of histories against the fixed, monological, and totalizing History,
opening up spaces for different discourses, this new structure and meaning of historiography
goes hand in hand with grotesque realism.The excessive, carnivalesque bodies signify the
teeming plurality and the fluidity of Indian identity which, like the bodies of Saleem, Justin
and Mik Trotter in The Trotter-Nama, and Sanjay in Red Earth and Pouring Rain, remain

uncontained and uncontainable in fixed form. Next to grotesque realism, 1 will explore
politics of visibility, as well as the depiction of wounding, sickness, markings, scars, torture,
and disabilities in the bodies to show how the violent effects of history are seen on the
individual bodies. The broken, fissured, scarred bodies in these texts can be read as
commentaries on the state (condition, health, corruption, cruelty, injustice) of the body politic.
Bodies in these novels are inscribed with historical conflicts and paradoxes, and as such they

are crucial for comprehending the visions of history that the writers attempt to represent.



Chapter Four, “History and Politics of Representation”, examines the historical,
linguistic, ideological and locational factors of the postcolonial condition, and their
ramifications in the project of ré/writing of or re/narrating history and the nation. A major part
of the chapter deals with the politics of reception and consumption vis-a-vis the engagement
of history in these texts. This chapter takes into account the role of the market and publishing
industry, as well as the Western academy in the dissemination of these texts as the most
authentic national documents of postcolonial India. It looks at the various possible and
common criticisms directed against these writers in their attempts at engaging history: elitism,
postcolonial exoticization, and falling prey to the ‘packaging’ game of globalized market
force.lt analyses the ways in which representation of history has been done and most
importantly, Aow and if the writers have managed to avoid the many pitfalls that such

narrative representations are often prone to.

The concluding chapter notes the crucial role and significance of history in
postcolonial India, and argues that there is an ascendancy of historical debates in Indian
public life, which is further given impetus by discourse of globalization and the rise of
fundamentalism in Indian political life. It is observed that in fictional writings also the
historical enterprise and engagement with history and nation remain insistent. The relevance
of literary re-writing of history in providing much needed balance in understanding our times
in wider perspective is underlined. My conclusion argues that the novels under the present
study depict the continuing problems and maladies afflicting the democratic ethos in
postcolonial India. The chapter concludes with some brief observations regarding the
changing facets of fictional representation of history in a few very recent novels which are
characterized by a more diffused kind of approach to history in comparison to the writers

discussed in the present study.
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Introduction

These which the inexperienced call true, I maintain to be only better, and not truer
than others.

(Plato)
The trouble with Engenglish is that their hiss hiss history happened overseas, so they
dodo don’t know what it means.

(Salman Rushdie)

In Vikram Chandra’s novel Red Earth and Pouring Rain (1995), the Englishman

Markline disparages the narrative tradition of India which according to him is unscientific,
unruly and untrustworthy because it lacks Cartesian clarity and does not follow the sacred

rules of Aristotle’s Poetics of which Markline is a great admirer:

I’ve read your great books, all the great wisdom of the East. And such a mass
and morass of darkness, confusion, necromancy, stupidity, avarice, I’ve never
seen. Plots meander, veering from grief to burlesque in a minute. Unrelated
narratives entwine and break into each other. Whole huge battles, millions of
men a side, stop short so that some dying patriarch can give a speech about
duty, a speech that goes on for fifties of pages. Metaphors that call attention to
themselves, strings of similes that go from line to line. Characters fall in love
or murder, only to have their actions explained away as the results of past
births. Characters die, only to be reborn again. Beginnings are not really
beginnings, middles are unendurably long and convoluted, nothing ever ends.

Tragedy is impossible here! '[italics in the original]

Markline says that if India wants to amount to anything, there is much to be discarded
and got rid of, and she must adopt “principles of science” and “natural logic”. Despite such
strictures and European prescriptions, the narrative, from the beginning to the end remains

digressive, rambling, and non-linear. One of the narrators asserts the adequacy of Indian



narrative forms to the telling of history: “...but do not think that this story is untrue, because it
is itihasa — thus it was...” (REPN27). The narrator is actually trying to enthrone narrative
traditions established by oral epics, Puranas, and genealogical lists to the same status ds
European objective, scientific and linear narrative of development and historiographic
traditions which the colonizers want to impose on the sub-continent.

Again, Rushdie’s protagonist Saleem Sinai in Midnight's Children (1981) questions

the validity and the very possibility of objective historiography and attempts to write the
nation and its history in the guise of an extravagant Bildungsroman. Rushdie in the person of
Saleem goes on exposing the textuality and constructedness of all historical discourses. At the
same time he denounces all kinds of hegemonic histories—colonial, nationalist and neo-
colonial national official histories, and in place of these Saleem tries to validate his own
personal version of history, even though it is based on the shaky edifice of his unreliable

memory:

‘I told you the truth’, I say yet again, ‘Memory’s truth, because memory has its
own special kind. It selects, eliminates, alters, exaggerates, minimizes,
glorifies, and vilifies, also; but in the end it creates its own reality, its
heterogeneous but usually coherent version of events; and no sane human

being ever trusts someone else’s version more than his own.’?

I. Allan Sealy in The Trotter-Nama recycles the old Indian form ‘nama’, and through

its inclusive narrative method Sealy hopes to recover the lost history of the Anglo-Indians, a
people that has suffered erasure and dispossession in the hands of history. In the novel Sealy
debunks the historian Montagu as “the Devil” and “a reprobate” and shows a strong suspicion
of all objective and institutional history which has pushed this community off the official

map.

The foul substance is called what?
The foul substance is called History.
And its opposite?

Is the Chronicle.? [italics author’s]



What is common in all these writers is that all of them offer challenges to the Master
Narratives or dominant discourse of history. In an attempt to repossess appropriated histories,
these postcolonial writers have provided their own versions of historical events thereby
resisting the histories written by those in power. These fictional versions of histories are
usually highly personalized accounts of history which seek to contest the Grand Narratives of
official History by foregrounding the micro-stories of history. Writings like these point to two
important things: one, history is appropriated, hegemonised or misrepresented not only by
colonial or neo-colonial discourses but also by dominant forces in postcolonial societies; two,
postcolonial writers attempt fictional resistance to such dominant, elite and official
historiography in a fiercely poiitical and discursive move. Such resistance is not restricted to
merely postcolonial writers but is a common trope in most postmodernist writing too.
However, in the hands of the postcolonial writers postmodernist techniques of alternative
narratives and the very narrativization of history assume a particular ideological value.

Postcolonial writers like Rushdie, Chandra, Sealy, Ghosh, Tharoor and Kesavan
underline the fact that history is a discourse that is suspect and which needs to be interrogated,
interpreted and problematized as any other discourse. Such writings can be read as subversive
attempts from the margins to expose the ideological underpinnings inherent in the selection,
codification and presentation of events as official, authoritative dominant history. The re-
evaluation and re-deployment of past events transforms the supposedly immutable “objective
truth” of history into mutable subjective narratives which helps to foreground other(ed)

histories ignored by “objective” official histories.

This thesis is an investigation into the engagement with history in the works of a
number of Indian English writers from the 1980s to a few recent ones. As the title suggests,
this study focuscs on representations of history in the works of some of the Indian English
writers, beginning with Salman Rushdie up to the very recent writer Siddhartha Deb. It
applies colonial and postcolonial theories, ideas from postmodern literary theory and
philosophy of history, and a sense of historical context to selected novels by Rushdie, Amitav
Ghosh, 1. Allan Sealy, Shashi Tharoor, Rohinton Mistry, Mukul Kesavan, Nayantara Sahagal,
Vikram Chandra, Shauna Singh Baldwin, and Siddhartha Deb. The study begins from the



premise that these novels arecharacterized by an oppositional and contestatory attitude
towards colonial, nationalist, and all other hegemonic power structures. It is argued that they
adopt an insurrectionary, subversive attitude towards official, elite historiography "and
subscribe to post-modern problematizing of fiction and history. Most importantly this thesis
investigates and examines the ways in which these novels have attempted to narrate India
from traditions and frameworks of representation, both colonial and nationalist, and how they
have contested “those ongoing abuses of power, both physical and discursive, which have
characterized the creation of the nation of India in 1947, and subsequent attempts to regulate
and curtail the proliferation of elements within it which deviate from official ethnic and
social prescriptions”.*

These writers, who are literally “midnight’s children”, challenge and question the
established conventions of traditional historical writing. Through radical revision,
reinterpretation and relocation of received historiography, they have sought to contest not just
colonialism but goes beyond it o question and contest nationalist historiography and the very
idea and validity of a unitary nation-state. From the beginning of the 1980s till approximately

the mid-1990s, from Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) to Mukul Kesavan’s

Looking Through Glass (1995), there was an increased thematic interest in Indian English

novels in the affairs of the public arena. This “turn to history” is the most significant
characteristic of Indian English fiction published in the 80s and the 90s. These novels have
taken the public sphere of Indian society, national politics and general sweep of Indian history
as subjects, with which the protagonists’ individual lives are intertwined.

Retelling of the history of the nation has been done sometimes with fantastic elements
or magic realism and sometimes in the realist form. These recent novels in English have often
presented an allegorical representation of history. The narratives are characterized with
playful irreverence and daring and dazzling stylistic and linguistic experimentations. Speaking
of these commonalities among the novels of the 80s and the 90s, Rushdie’s Midnight's
Children proved to be not only the precursor but also the most potent catalyst for the
revitalization of Indian English Writing itself. T. Vijay Kumar has said Rushdie’s novel has
changed the modes of writing the nation for ever:

By handcuffing individual stories to histories of nations, by locating the

narrative impulse in the intersection of the public and the private domains,



Rushdie’s ‘Great Enabler’ has not only reconfigured writing about politics, but
indeed has made writing about politics imperative. As a result, most novels

published after Midnight's Children, éngage with politics/history...°

History and history-writing are of central concerns in postcolonial writing. It is an
acknowledged fact that history has been written by “the winners”, usually colonial and
Europeanpeoples, to justify their own selfish, violent, greedy imperial missions. The
ideological perspectiveof imperial powers, and after decolonization, that of neo-
colonialpowers have always remained the guiding force behind much of historiography from
19" century onwards. As a result history, controlled and written from this ideological
perspective of the colonizers, has remained partial and biased. Such histories present only a
small part of an infinitely complex whole; and secondly that part itself has been narrowly
interpreted or, more often than not, misinterpreted out of the writer’s ignorance, arrogance,
(racial, personal, political) position in the power-structure, and prejudices.

To a great extent, modern history has explicitly or implicitly reflected and expressed
and consolidated the ideas and ideals of nineteenth and twentieth century imperialism. These
include in particular the assumed superiority of western white culture and its civilizing
mission, a belief in “progress” grounded in specific social, economic and technological
theories, a commitment to the supposed religious truths of Christianity, and a more secular but
no less certain faith in liberal capitalism. It was their confidence in the absolute validity of
such ideas that served for many to justify imperialism and imperialistic behaviour, and history
was generally written from this citadel of power and by these imperial players who had
accordingly and, it was assumed, altruistically shouldered “the white man’s burden”.

This unshakeable conviction of imperialism dominated much of the British historical
enterprise of the nineteenth century. In the context of India, European Imperialism went hand
in hand with the historical enterprise. 1listorians and scholars of 19" century projected India
in negative light which helped them in justifying the military comquest of India. Some of the
leading historians and scholars of such histories were Edward Gibbon, John S. Mill, J. M.
Trevelyan, Bishop Stubb, John Seely etc. Colonial historiographyln this regard, Bill Ashcroft
points out the similarities between Gibbon, Macaulay and Trevelyan, whose works show a

“compelling magisterial quality, an expansiveness of vision which rests on the absolute



conviction that the order and progress of empire had a certain inherent validity and
inevitability which could not be countermanded”.” Macaulay’s pronouncement in his 1835

Minute is a telling example of the “heroic view of history”®

of the colonized when he stated
that “whoever knows [the English language] has ready access to all the vast intellectual
wealth, which all the wisest nations of the earth have created and hoarded in the course of
ninety generations”.’ Bishop Stubb’s lecture on the purpose and methods of historical study in
Oxiord cn May 1877 also exemplifies colonial Europe’s pride in the supposed superiority of

Western civilization:

I will say that the true field of Historic Study is the history of those nations and
institutions in which the real growth of humanity is o be traced: in which we
can follow the developments, retardations and perturbations, the ebb and flow

of human progress, the education of the world.'’

Hegel was one of the most vociferous spokesmen who upheld the civilizing and
imperial missions of Europe. In Hegel’s scheme of Universal History, he made it clear that
"History” belonged to some people but not to others. For him, Indians (who, for Hegel, meant
only the Hindus) were one of those people without history. He concluded that, for example,
“the Hindu [...] lived as if in a dream in that he could not distinguish between himself and the
objects of his knowledge”.!' According to Hegel the ‘lack’ of objectivity of Indians resulted in
the denial of their subjectivity, because they were “unconscious of [their] own
individuality”.12 Hegel implied that the lack of historical objectivity and historical
consciousness placed the Indians in a lower position in relation to the Europeans. As such,
Indians, like the indigenous Americans and Africans, remained “peoples without history,” and
Hegel prophesied that in the greater tale of the Spirit's evolution they would either disappear
or assimilate themselves to the rising West.

Such dismissal of the Indians from the realm of history reminds one of Hegel’s
notorious statements that “Africa has remained—for all purpose of connection with the rest of
the world—shut up; it is the Gold-land compressed within itself”.!* It must be disregarded
because “Africa forms no historical part of the world”.'*Colonial Europe’s obsession with

objectivity led many thinkers, like Hegel, tohierarchise different “nations” and their “minds”



in relation to their apprehension of “history” and “objective reality”. Imperial nations of
Europe utilized these kinds of arguments to justify the political practices of domination. “The
notion of history as progress rests upon a fundamental cultural distinction between the
European and colonized populations. It is this distinction which justifies the civilizing
mission...” "It is this distinction on the basis of which John Seely endorses British rule in

India:

Much may be plausibly alleged against the system under which we govern
India. It may be doubted whether it is altogether suited to the people, whether
it is not needlessly expensive, and so forth...But I think it would be an extreme
view to deny that our Government is better than any other which has existed in

. 6
India since the Mussulman conquest.

Within such logic, the imperial niations are the most civilized nations and, therefore,
they are the chief subjects of history. The representation of India by imperial historians
reveals this kind of racial arrogance and dogmas. As elaborated by Bill Ashcroft, it explicitly
demonstrates the “function of the discursive practice of history in the control of discourse.
The control of discourse is the contro!l of representation itself and the representation of the
colonized subject underpins some quite explicit material effects in the colonized world”."”

In the later half of the nineteenth century, practical necessities compelled European
scholars to immerse themselves wholeheartedly into studying India and its past and into
exploring Indian culture and history. During this time of colonial expansion, it was felt by the
British administrators that it was necessary to gain knowledge about the conquered people,
their history, habits and laws, in order to better govern the acquired territories. Indology and
Orientalism emerged as scholarly fields and they expanded the study of Indian culture beyond
mere administrative requirements. Orientalist scholars, mostly from Germany, France and
Britain, with genuine interests in Indian culture and history were delving deep into classical
Indian literatures, philosophy and religion. In 1784 the Asiatic Society of Bengal was founded
to encourage these studies. The philologists’ discovery of affinities between Sanskrit and
certain European languages was most significant for the Orientalists and led to the studies on

indo-European heritage and a search for European origins in India. Gyan Prakash notes how



This search and discovery of European origins in the India of Sanskrit, the
Brahmanas, and texts essentialized and distanced India in two ways. First,
because it embodied Europe’s childhood, India was temporally separated from
Europe’s present and made incapable of achieving “progress”. As an eternal
child detached altogether from time, India was construed as an external object
available to Orientalist gaze. Second, composed of language and texts, India
appeared to be unchanging and passive. [-] the India of the Orientalist’s
knowledge emerged as Europe’s other, an essential and distanced entity
knowatle by the detached and distanced observer of the European

Orientalist.’®

The European Orientalists depicted India as a passive object—the ignorant “other” of
the objective, superior, dynamic, progressive West. Orientalist historiographies, catering
mainly to a European audience, tended to essentialize India as feminine, sentimental,
mystical-spiritual, as opposed to the masculine-rational, pragmatic-materialistic West.
Orientalist representation reified India and Indians, and created a binary opposition between

the West and India. William Jones’ Institutes of Hindu Law or the Ordinances of Menu

(1794) is another early example of colonial scholarship which is marked by shades of
Orientalism. There is also the case of Romantic Orientalism where some scholars portrayed
India in overtly Romantic note. Germany had nothing to do with imperialism in India, yet
Germany took the lead in Sanskrit studies in the nineteenth century. One of the first German

Sanskritists was Friedrich von Schlegel, whose Uber die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier

(1808) is a glorification of the religion and philosophy of the "most cultivated and wisest
people of antiquity.” The work of Schlegel and other orientalists helped in the development of
German Romanticism, of which Indophilia was a major strand.

The charge of the lack of historical sensibility among Indians was continued in the
nineteenth century by such scholars as James Mill. An interest in history was, to Mill, the
eminent mark of reason and culture, and the intellectual maturity of a civilization. In his

voluminous History of British India, Mill wrote that the literature produced by Indians was

devoid of any historical works. This lack of historical sensibility was pronounced to be the



reason that the Indians were not a rational people and still was in a “rude age”.”” Mill in his

The History of British India (1817) propagated the notion that ancient Indian models of
recording history did not constitute proper historiography; this id¢a was largely accepted by
the educated middle class and this created a wide-spread sense of tabula rasa. It is against

such pronouncements that novels like The Great Indian Novel and Red Earth and Pouring

Rain, and The Trotter-Nama emphatically posit ideas of History as itihasa or History as
lila/maya and History as chronicle/nama.

Later, Macaulay who was one of the numerous Englishmen who were under the
pernicious influence of Mill’s History, penned the infamous “Minute on Indian Education” in
1835 where he argued that educational funds would be put to better use in teaching “sound
philosophy and true History”. It was a tactical move by which the study of history was sought
to be made an essential part of colonization. Henceforth, historical analysis became, in the
words of Gauri Viswanathan, the principal method “of teaching colonial subjects to identify
error in their own systems of thought and, simultaneously, confirmm Western principles of law,
order, justice, and truth” 2°

Along with this supposed lack of history and historical sensibility, came the charge
that India was a static, unchanging nation, inhabiting a dream-like world, caught in the stupor
of contemplation, averse to action, ready to be guided and taken to the future by the vigorous
and energetic British civilization. “Absolute Being is presented here [in India] as in the
ecstatic state of a dreaming condition”; and the inhabitants of India, added Hegel, could not
wake up from the “magic somnambulic sleep” into which they had fallen”.”! Marx calls India
an “unresisting and unchanging society,” a country “Vegetating in the teeth of time”. Nothing
much ever happened here which could claim any attention to History.?* Vinay Lal explains:
“In this view, the lack of a historical sensibility was equated with the very lack of history:

India was merely a template on which new histories could be written™>

More than hundred
years later an Indian writer Shashi Tharoor strikes at this very notion that India is a passive
stage where imperialism and imperial history played out the colourful, enlightening drama of

progress and civilizing mission. In Tharoor’s novel The Great Indian Novel, the narrator Vyas

says that “the recounting of history is only the order we artificially impose upon life to permit

its lessons to be more clearly understood”.®*



Imperial historiansin the nineteenth century, many of whom were British officers and
administrators, spoke increasingly about an India which lacked historical change, good
government and demdcratic political institutions. The idea of India came to be essentialized as
spiritual and religious and unchanging, and therefore, the imperial mission or British
administration was projected as crucial for India’s transformation from primitive chaos to
modernity and the realm of history. Arguments like these were fuelled by the liberal ideas and
policies in England during this time. The continuing influence of Orientalist
representationswas also responsible for such historiographies.> D P Singhal writes
elaborately on the nature of British writings on India which suffered from “prejudices based
sometimes on personal bias but often on group consciousness™.”® These works credited the
British with “bringing to the subcontinent political unity, modern educational institutions,
modern industries, modern nationalism, a rule of law, and so forth”.?” These historians veered
away from the old Orientalist’s concerns, and used their historiographic tools for the specific
purpose of political dominance and effective gocvernance. Gyan Prakash writes, “[t]he old
Orientalist, buried in texts and devoted to learning Sanskrit and Persian, was replaced by the
official, the scholar, and the modernizer” ?® Imperialist historiography glorified colonial rule
as they saw it as helping the Indians acquire historical consciousness and educating them in
enlightened policies and self-governance.”

After decolonization it was clear that history of the colonized needed repair. Amilcar
Cabral expressed it this way: “The national liberation of a people is the regaining of the
historical personality of that people; it is their return to history”.*® History, and its associated
teleology, has been the means by which colonizing Europeans have naturalized their concepts
of time and imposed their version of the story on the colonized. Political decolonization was
accompanied with the search for fresh ways of self-representation and resistance to colonial
discourses, including the discourse of history. This resistance and attempts at self-
representation by postcolonial societies is seen in the kinds of histories that are written from
the perspective of the once-colonized, replacing the other versions imposed by the colonials.
In the case of India, this re-assessment of history began from the very moment that nationalist
temper had started emerging. The growing current of nationalism and nationalist
historiography in the late nineteenth century started countering this Orientalized version of

India, and this had a bearing on the imaginative writings, mostly novels, of the time.
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The new currents of historical ideas in literature through novels, dramas, poems and
other forms made their advent felt in the last decades of the 19™ century, an important phase
for the making of Indian literature. But we can trace a substantial degree of ambivalence 0n

the literary works of this period. In the words of Nila Shah:

On the one hand, the British had to be fought for which retrieval of the old
values and tradition was upheid; on the other side, the social reformers tried to

banish a few retrogressive customs and practices.’’

The seeds of novel writing in India lay in the prose narratives in regional literatures,
which subsequently led to the growth of the novel. It must also be remembered that the rise of
regional literature was the outcome of a conjunction of several factors. The growth of English
education played a vital role in popularizing the new form of novel. There was increasing
demands for novels among the educated reading public. The earliest novels were mostly
imitations of the British novels, even of second-rate ones. Use of realism as a iiterary strategy
and the urge of social reform are basic qualities of these early novels. Incorporations of
historical elements in these novels coincided “with the interests of the novelists in their past
which was occasioned by a cultural crisis, which Indians had to face in the middle of the
nineteenth century”.*?

The growth of English education not only stimulated history writing but also changed
the ways histories were written in India. Histories were no more based on mythic conceptions
of life but as the movements of events and happenings in time. Writers of historical fiction
attempted to incorporate historical accuracy in their works. From the early phase of the
development of the novel in India the novelist’s concern with history was more or less
perceptible. Of the early writers who paved the way for novel-writing in India, the most
significant were Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Pyare Chand Mitra, Lal Behari Day, Shoshee
Chandar Dutt in Bengali, Devakinandan Khatri, Kishorilal Goswami, Gangaprasad Gupta in
Hindi, Rajanikanta Bordoloi in Assamese, O. Chandu Menon, C. V. Raman Pillai in
Malayalam, Abdul Halim Sharar in Urdu, Ramachandra Bhikaji Gunjikar, N. H. Kulkarnee
and Hari Narayan Apte in Marathi, Govardhan Ram Tripathi in Gujarati, etc. Of course, the

real trail blazers were the Bengalis who dominated the scene. The novels of Bankim Chandra

11



and Romeshchandra Dutt were of particular importance because of the historical engagement
in fiction.

Bankim’s involvement with history was praised by the historian$ themselves. His
mastery of details and his eminent success in portraying the personality of an age elicited the
praise of no less a historian than Jodunath Sarkar. Bankim Chandra rejected the notion of
writing a “novel of English type”. Though many of his novels could not traverse beyond the
category of romance his endeavour is hailed by later critics as it laid the foundation stone of
Indian novel. The tradition of novel-writing, especially novels of historical consciousness
flourished rapidly, and these regional novels aligned themselves to the historical and
nationalist currents of their times. The true spirit of the epoch found its articulation in various
Indian languages through poets and writers like Vallathol, Kumaran Asan, Bhai Vir Singh,
Ghulam Ahmad Mahjoor, Rabindranath Tagore and Nazrul Islam. Their writings reflected
both, the common urge for social reform and a protest against colonialism. The prevailing
ideologies like Gandhism and Marxism also crept in the writings of that agc.

The involvement with history, nation and politics is not a new phenomenon in Indian
literature. Much before the emergence of nationalist Anglophone writers like Anand, Rao and
Narayan, writers in regional languages propagated anti-colonial sentiments and dealt with the
issues of colonialism, its effects on the social and cultural spheres, and the newly emerging
nationalist sentiments. The works of writers like Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Fakir Mohan
Senapati and Rabindranath Tagore exemplify serious fictional engagement with history,
colonial oppression, nationalism and resistance.

Fakir Mohan Senapati’s Cha Mana Atha Gunthal (Oriya; Six Acres and a Half), first

serialized in 1897 provided a critique of both indigenous structures of oppression and
colonialism. In a highly charged atmosphere of nascent nationalism in colonial Bengal
Bankim Chandra Chatterjee wrote Anandamath where he envisaged a utopian alternative
vision of history and India through the influential image of the land as mother. It is a fictional
history imagining a rebellion against tyrannical rule but at a careful historical and allegorical
distance. The novel is a powerful delineation of militant self-assertion in the name of nation.
Bankim projects the Muslims as the real enemies of the land and in the novel the
rebels fight in the name of a Hindu Mother-Nation to uproot Muslims completely.

Anandamath’s pronounced anti-Muslim bias made it a problematical text to use for secular
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nationalists. I shall refer briefly to Bankim’s ambivalent portrayal of the British in the novel.
In contemporary Indian historiography, Bankim’s ambivalent portrayal of the British in
Anandamath is read as paradigmatic of the predicament of the Western-educated middlé¢ class
who were keenly aware of their humiliating subaltern position as a result of colonial rule but
who also depended on it for education and employment. Despite its apparently laudatory
attitude towards the British at the end, the novel is somber about the economic implications of
the British presence in India. Bankim was highly critical about the harsh revenue collection
practices of the British and its disastrous effects on traditional rural economy and agriculture.
Such critique of deleterious economic changes was a powerful element in the growth of
Indian nationalism and in Indian nationalist historiographies.

Bankim was intensely dissatisfied with history as portrayed by British authors and
denied it the status of true history; a true history should be a reminder of the people’s glorious
past deeds which would inspire the repetition of such heroic acts. Bankim, however, never

managed to write such a hisiory despite various aborted attempts. Bankim became
aware that an academic, rationalist history or Bengal would not provide him with what he
wanted—a series of symbolic events of defiance, of great acts which this people could be
exhorted to remember, and when the time came, to re-enact. So Bankim resorted to a half-
imaginary history in his novels which would espouse this uplifting message. The most
important icon in Bankim’s writing which became the inspirational image in nationalist
discourse is that of the Mother equated with the concept of the nation and land. In the writings
of Nehru and Surendranath Bannerjea we find this discourse. Feminist historians like
Jasodhara Bagchi and Indira Choudhury-Sengupta often concentrate on the disabling effects
of the Bharat Mata image for Indian women. We see such contestations in later novels by
Sahgal, Baldwin etc. Both the novels written in the 1980s and after and feminist
historiographies demystify the image of Mother India. Recent Indian historiography examines
the way the image of Mother India was constructed and used by nationalist and Ilindu
nationalist discourse, which disturbs the illusion that Mother India is a “natural” concept
beyond questioning. Such contestation of nationalist trope is found in in Rushdie’s The

Moor’s Last Sigh, which denaturalises the nationalist fervour surrounding the image of Bharat

Mata by highlighting and magnifying its incestuous potential and stressing the dangers of

blind passion which the image of Mother India is intended to arouse in (Hindu) nationalist
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discourse. Emergency novels like Midnight’s Children, Rich Like Us and A Fine Balance

parodies and attacks a powerful female figure—Indira Gandhi who was projected by her
supporters as the very embodiment of India (“India is Indira, Indira is'India”). These novels
show that roughly a century after Bankim’s Anandamath, the image of Mother India has
exhausted its nation-consolidating potential.

The nineteenth century was also marked by social and religious reform movements
aimed at regenerating religion and communiiy. Controversies and debates emerged around
these to which, predictably, the “woman question” became central. It was literature in
indigenous languages, novels in Marathi, Bengali, Malayalam, and Gujarati, rather than
English that addressed issues of social reform. If life behind the zenana curtain or purdah was
a favoured subject for early Anglophone writers, bringing upper-class women out of seclusion
or “purdah” became a shared concern for Hindu and Muslim reformers towards the end of the
nineteenth century. These were fraught processes, unleashing resistance from orthodex

quarters, but also anxieties among male reformers themselves about the
consequences, particularly for gender and sexual politics, of educating women and bringing
them out of the home into the world.

In Tagore’s important novel, The Home and the World these anxieties merge with a

critique of the libidinal charge of militant nationalism and its gendered iconography.
Swadeshi, a movement in which Tagore himself was heavily involved at its height, was
premised mainly on the economic boycott of foreign goods but drew increasingly on the
rhetoric and iconography of a revivalist Hindu nationalism that sought to define the nation in
religious terms. When communal (Hindu—Muslim) riots broke out following the attempts of
middle-class activists to compel peasants and petty traders—many of whom were Muslim—to
observe the boycott, Tagore became the movement’s most trench ant critic, calling on it to
introspect on its high-handedness and Hindu biases.

['rom [915 to early 1916, Tagore serially published Ghare Bhaire which, in as much
as it critically challenged the course of the first popular anti-colonial movement became his
most controversial moment. In his controversial and critical engagement with nationalism that

makes Home and the World a text of continuing relevance, Tagore was implicitly addressing

not only texts such as Anandamath but also his own earlier incar nation as a militant Hindu

nationalist poet and song-writer. On one hand, the novel probes the role of imagination in
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shaping historical events, and acknowledges that it is a powerful force in bringing about the
national idea into being. But at the same time he was deeply troubled by the fact the
" dangerous aspect of the shaping power of imagination because it works through a process of
exclusion and marginalization in constructing the national identity

Along with the growth of novels in different regional languages, novels in English

came to be written in large numbers. Bankim, in fact, wrote his first novel Rajmohan’s Wife

(1864) in English. Romesh Chander Dutt’s English translation of his Bengali novel Slave Girl
of Agra (1909) and Sir Jogendra Singh’s Nur Jehan (1909) are historical romances, and both
of them deal with the Mughal past. But it must be noted that the impulse for invoking the
historical past for the purpose of arousing national consciousness came tc the Indian English
novel a lidle later than in the novels in regional languages. The real upsurge of politically
conscious novels in English started to be written from the second and third decades of the
twentieth century, a period when the growing tide of resistance against the British helped it to
come into its own.

This was the time when the national movement was rising, and both fiction and history
were moulded bythis spirit of nationalism. Nationalist historians like R. C. Majumdar, B. R.
Nanda, H. C. Raychaudhuri, Amalesh Tripathi, Beni Prasad, Surendranath Banerjea and K. P.
Jayaswal contested the colonial version of India as a divided entity and stressed that the idea
of nationhood had existed for centuries. As Ramila Thapar points out, this historiography
vigorously claimedthat everything good in India—spirituality, Aryan origins, political ideas,
art—had completely indigenous origins, that “the Golden Age in India had existed prior to the
coming of the British and that the ancient past of India was a particularly glorious period in
her history,” and their task was to write its history.33 In this regard, nationalist historiography
emerged as a post-Orientalist representation that questioned and contested the authority,
biases and inadequacies of Orientalist and older Indological knowledge. This nationalist
historiography represented India as an active subject possessing a unitary sclf, and capable of
autonomy and sovereignty. Such passionate nationalist representation of India was essentially
part of the nationalist struggle of freeing the Indian subjectivity from colonial control.**
Nationalist historiography brought to the fore many issues of urgency and socio-cultural and

politico-economic interest, and stirred debate about historical source and focus.

15



Nationalist historiography was the most powerful trajectory of anti-colonial national
view, and it, through its narrativization of Indian nationalism, contributed to the process of
nation-building. Along with historiography, Irdian English fiction was also showing the same
urgency and need to articulate a resistant perspective and an essentially Indian identity. The
novel in English seemed to offer an arena in which the conventions of historiography—and
perhaps also Europe’s dominant status as the subject of all histories—could be questioned and
challenged. The novel in English provides the space to the postcoloniai writers to narrate the
story from the previously suppressed or neglected perspective of the colonized, and to
articulate and represent themselves to themselves and the world.

The nationalist spirit so powerfully evoked by the anti-imperial Independence
movement became a driving force for Indian English writers who began writing in the early

decades of the twentieth century. Meenakshi Mukherjee writes:

The independence movement in India was not merely a pclitical struggle but
anall-pervasive emotional experience for all Indians in the nineteen-twenties
and ’thirties. No Indian writer, writing in those decades or writing about them

could avoid reflecting the upsurge in his work.>”

In responding to the momentous changes and to the needs of the present, the novelists
of this nationalist phase tried to make sense of what had happened in the past. Some like A. S.

P. Ayyar in his novels Baladitya (1930) and Three Men of Destiny (1939) went into the

remote past for awakening national consciousness among people. But many other writers
persistently wrote about the immediate present and very often the present condition.

Among the writers immersed in the nationalist ideology who most persistently tried to
put their writings as a part of the national imaginary and nation-building, the most renowned
are Raja Rao, Mulk Raj Anand and R. K. Narayan. While these three writers are, in the words
of Meenakshi Mukherjee, “diametrically opposed” to each other in their level of ideological
commitment and modes of representation, what makes it inevitable to categorize them as
nationalist writers is the fact that all of them subscribe to the idea of a unitary, essentialized

Indian nation, and fixed identity in their novels which run parallel to nationalist history. Judith
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Plotz makes some incisive comments on the connection between the writings of nationalist

writers such as Rao and Anand and imperial writing:

...the construction of India...both on the parts of imperial British elite and of
pre and post-Independence elites has involved the search for unitary
metaphors, single narrative...Twentieth century Indian history has also
constructed a single vision of progress towards national self-consciousness and
integration.*®

It is in this regard that later postcolonial writers beginning with Rushdie are different to these
writers (a point to which will be discussed shortly).

But nationalist historiography was not without its weaknesses and problems. It came
to be questioned on the ground that despite its challenge to Orientalist mode of representation,
it accepted many of the patterns set by the earlier historiographers. Nationalist historians
accepted the periodization of Indian history into the Hindu, Muslim, and British periods, later
addressed as the ancient, medieval, and modern eras. This entailed, in the words of Dipesh
Chakrabarty, that these historians accepted the transition narrative that describes the transition
from medieval to modern or feudal to capitalist, despotic to constitutional, and which is
connected to “modern industry, technology, medicine, a quasi-bourgeois (though colonial)
legal system supported by a state...” He goes on to assert that “To think this narrative was to
think these institutions at the apex of which sat the modern state, and to think the modern or
the nation state was to think a history whose theoretical subject was Europe”.’’ |

The nationalists argued that contrary to the Orientalist representation, the ancient
history of India had followed a universal spirit leading to the nation-state, republicanism, and
economic development. They asserted that, once free from the shackles of colonial rule and
exploitation, a “backward country” like India is capable of modernizing itself. What these
nationalist historians could not see was that by asserting the very notions of progress, Reason,
and Modernity, they put their representation tied to the essence of Orientalist cannon. Partha
Chatterjee argues that nationalist contestation of colonialism in the name of Reason itself was
an affirmation of the cunning of Reason, and that the very idea of a ‘backward’ India capable
of achieving modernity, reaffirmed the project of modernity, making India ideologically

incapable of transcending the Orientalist problematic.*®
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One of the themes of nationalist histories was equating the nation with its women. The
narrative of Hindu women’s history, which paralleled that of the nation, attained the status of

a historical commonplace through® A. S. Altekar’s The Position of Women in Hindu

Civilization, originally published in 1938. As with the nation’s decline, the decline in the
status of women is partly attributed to Muslim rule. The focus here, as in the nineteenth
century, was clearly on the status of upper-caste Hindu women since they constituted the
nation’s womanhood in nationalist discourse.

While colonial discourse in the late nineteenth century denied the possibility that India
was a nation, or could ever become one because it consisted of several communities incapable
of being merged into a national whole, liberal Indian nationalists proclaimed that India was a |
nation in the making. This national becoming was presented as an evolutionary process under
the auspices of the Indian National Congress (founded in 1885) and its middle-class
leadership in A. C. Mazumdar’s history of the Congress from 1915 (Mazumdar 1985: 1-3).
The prominent nationalist Surendranath Banerjea (1848-1925) argued in his autobiography,
with the significant title A Nation in the Making (1925), that this national development should

ideally be achieved along constitutional lines in cooperation with the British.

A later generation of writers and intellectuals started questioning the emphasis of these
histories on the heroic role of the Congress and its leaders and the erasure of the role of the
masses in the Freedom movement. In their retrieval of the lost histories of the community and
in their attention to the “small voice of history” (Ranajit Guha), the postcolonial writers can
be said to be attempting a reparation of these silences and gaps of the Grand narratives of

nationalist historiographies. The most prominent text is Nehru’s The Discovery of India

which propounded one of the most important and influential conceptions of the Indian
nation—“Unity in Diversity.” It is a passionate celebration of the syncretic culture of India.

The Discovery of India is perhaps the clearest explication available of the historical, political,

and ethical basis for constructing independent India as an inclusive liberal democracy. It is
both descriptive and prescriptive, and offers a remarkably comprehensive and useful insight
into the ideological underpinnings of the first twenty years of Indian self-government.
Nehru’s ideas have been subject to much criticism by Indian intellectuals since the 1970s,
who point to the current political situation as proof of Nehru’s essential failure. Aijaz Ahmad,

for instance, links Nehru with the “stagnation” of the post-colonial state. Bhagwan D. Dua
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similarly sees the corruption of the Congress party as beginning with Nehru (“Nehru’s
Federalism™).*’ Nevertheless, his legacy continues to have a profound impact both on critics,
such as Sunil Khilnani, who advocate returning to a Nehruvian model of iationhood, and
writers, for whom Nehru’s texts are the source of a simultaneously powerful and problematic
vocabulary for coming to terms with the modern Indian state. The debt that Seth, Rushdie,
Sahgal, Kesavan, Roy and others owe Nehru in their engagements with the nation as a
multicultural construct in their work, and the challenges to Nehru their ideas pose have been
discussed by many critics such as Anna Guttman, Neelam Srivastava among others. For

example, Anna Guttman, in her discussion of Seth’s novel A Suitable Boy points out: “In

privileging the ghazal, rather than the epics (favored by Nehru), as foundational Indian texts,
Seth suggests an alternative and more inclusive reading of India’s cultural history, one that
better reflects the subcontinent’s history of shared culture” *°

Nehru’s influence permeates Midnight’s Children, and many of the novel’s most

discussed features are in some way evocative of that paternity. For instance, Rushdie’s
construction of the Indian nation as embodied in a single individual-—Saleem Sinai—clearly
has its antecedent in Nehru’s work, in particular his representations of himself in The

Discovery of India. Though literary analogies between the body politic and the corporeal

individual have a long and well-developed tradition, Rushdie’s main character, Saleem,
whose face is so famously imagined as a map of India, bears a definite Nehruvian stamp. If
Nehru’s attempts to represent and/or “perform” the nation were entirely earnest, however, if
occasionally uneasy and tentative, Rushdie’s handling of that trope is strictly parodic. Saleem
Sinai’s complex heritage reveals the absurdity of trying to embody any nation, especially one
as diverse as India, in a single individual. The biological son of a lower-class Hindu woman
and her elite English lover, he is swapped with another child at birth and raised as the son of a
Muslim family by a Catholic nurse. As such Saleem internalizes three of the subcontinent’s
chief cultural influences. The novel celebrates the creative tensions between personal and
national identities. In this, it evokes Nehru’s interweaving of personal and national histories in

both An Autobiography and The Discovery of India. Similarly, Rushdie’s depiction of India

as a hybrid space closely echoes Nehru’s construction of India as unified in diversity. But
while Nehru strove for an impossible degree of accuracy and completeness in his account,

even as he acknowledged the difficulties and inevitable limitations of that endeavor,
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Rushdie’s narrator, Saleem, revels in, and flaunts, his errors and draws attention to his
omissions. Saleem’s application of the notion of halal to the narration of history signals an
explicit, self-conscious awareness of the exclusions that are an inescapable part of its writing
(MC 59).

But the most serious problem of the nationalist historiography, and one that has
proved to be disastrous for even contemporary Indian body politic is its emphasis on the
unitary and singular historical nation because this notion has time and again displayed the
great risk of defining the nation as an ancient Hindu one and excluding other communities,
such as Muslims, Sikhs, Parsees, Anglo-Indians, Christians etc. Hindu nationalist
interpretations did not go unquestioned, but many of the themes employed by the late
twentieth century Hindu extremist politics were incorporated in the historical imaginings of
the nation, and they became pronounced in the communal atmosphere in the late 1930s and
the 1940s. With the rise of Hindu nationalism since the 1980s, history has been rewritten from
this politically and religiously motivated point of view. According to Romila Thapar, “[t]his
rewriting is tied to two fundamental ideas: the one privileging the origins and identity of the
majority community; the second proving that religious minorities are foreign and therefore
cannot be the inheritors of the land”.*' In the twentieth and the twenty-first century, Indian
historiography has remained as politically contested a ground as ever.

The disenchantment of the Subaltern Studies with official (Congress) nationalism or
nationalistic claims as embodied in the postcolonial nation-state, and its contestation of
European or Orientalist metanarratives, have their parallels in the novels of the 80s and the
90s. As discussed in the next chapter, the emergence of Rushdie and other novelists of the 80s
and the 90s coincided with the time of disenchantment with official (Congress) nationalism or

nationalistic claims as embodied in the postcolonial nation-state. Jon Mee elaborates:

Various cconomic and social pressurcs have led to the end of the so-called
Nehruvite consensus in India. The idea of unity within—so central to the years
of nationalist struggle and the building of the new nation state—has been
displaced by an urgent need toquestion the nature of that unity. The issue of
imagining the nation, the issue of the fate of the children of the midnight hour

of independence, has become a pressing one throughout India. It is an issue
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which has been debated in all languages. The better novels in English of the
past twenty years participate in this larger debate.**

Because of their serious and consistent and multifarious engagement with historical materials,
these novels are, in more ways than one, regarded as supplementary and corrective to, and in
contestation with imperial, colonial, neo-colonial, nationalist historiography.

This seems to be the right place to return to the question of difference between the
earlier nationalist writers such as Rao, Anand, and Narayan and the post-nationalist writers
such as Rushdie, Ghosh, Sealy, Mistry, Chandra, Kesavan and others. Jon Mee situates these

differences in relation to Rushdie’s metaphor “chuinification of history” (MC458):

...chutnification contains within it the idea of a variety of ingredients, which
combine to make a history which cannot be captured by any one representative
part of the recipe. Rao’s novel was able to make use of a single village as a
metonym for the nation. The Indian village was often the idealized antithesis of
western industrialism in the literature of the national movement. Recent fiction

has, in many ways, been more concerned with the modern Indian metropolis.43

This change of focus is crucial in understanding the changed attitude and state of the nation in
Rushdie-inspired, post-nationalist Indian English fiction. These new novels, unlike those by
Rao, Anand and Narayan, have displaced the village as a metonym for a unified nation and
placed the city in the centre to capture the diversified, fragmentary quality of the nation
marked by strife, self-contradiction and crisis. In place a singular, unitary nation and its
mythic, constructed nature, these writers have introduced the idea of a nation which is
characterized by multiplicity and heterogeneity. Mee elaborates: “The city offers itself as a
trope for multiplicity, that is, as a place which, almost by definition, is not reducible to a
singular identity”. He points out Rushdie’s Bombay as a place wherein “the fractured nation
becomes defined by heterogeneity, a place where India’s different cultures meet and India
meets the world”.**

These novels with their close attentiveness to the idea of multiplicity displace the idea

of a homogeneous nation. Diverse communities and people who usually remain on the margin
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of the nation clamour for space in these novels. Thus these novels are keen explorations of the
question of socio-political marginality and the tensions and rifts which haunt
themarginsoftheaspiringdemocraticnation—thedisenfranchised, the minorities, the unvoiced.
Rushdie, Ghosh, Mistry, Baldwin, Kesavan, Deb and many other writers of the last two
decades have closely charted the increasing, insistent inroads made by the so-far
marginalized, under-represented people, who problematize the national imaginary.

This return of the “other” and the desire to return to Indian history challenges the
nation-state’s claims o inclusivity and full representation. Such a move reflects a more
generally critical attitude to the form of the nation-state which has emerged since
Independence in 1947. This critical attitude to the form of the nation-state is definitely a
responsc to the suppression of differences in the name of unity. As Dipesh Chakrabarty
insists, this is itself an outcome of decolonization and democratization, as groups that have
been excluded or marginalized in mainstream histories have sought to contest and rewrite
history.*> What Nila Shah describes as “a proliferation of ‘alternative histories of the
excluded’ produces a pluralist anarchy on the one hand and recreates the nation it belongs to
on the other”.* This desire to write alternative histories, and their attempt to give voice to the
margins of the nation allow Rushdie, Sealy, Ghosh, Tharoor, Mistry, Chandra, and others
room for an allegory of national history which is not forced to fit an essential Indian identity.
Writing of the shortcomings of the predominant modes of Indian historiography, Partha
Chatterjee laments, “Until such time that we accept that it is the very singularity of the idea of
a national history of India which divides Indians from one another, we will not create the
conditions for writing....alternative histories”.*’ But as Peter Morey points out a consideration
of Indian fiction in English exposes the unduly pessimistic nature of such strictures.*®

The main thrust of the study is to explore the variety of historical engagements, and
the ways in which novelists use history with consequences for politics of re-writing of history
and re-imagining of the nation. The novels chosen for discussion are Salman Rushdie’s
Midnights’ Children (1981), Nayantara Sahgal’s Rich Like Us (1985), I. Allan Sealy’s The
Trotter-Nama (1988), Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines (1988), Shashi Tharoor’s The Great
Indian Novel (1989), Rohinton Mistry’s Such A Long Journey (1991), Mukul Kesavan’s
Looking Through Glass (1995), Vikram Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring Rain (1995),
Shauna Singh Baldwin’s What the Body Remembers (2001), and Siddhartha Deb’s A Point of
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Return (2002). The choice of these novels was partly determined by their being texts that
engage with pressing issues of public debates in India.

As evident, most of the novels selected are published in the 1980s and 1990s. These
novels are products of a crucial period in the history of Indian polity, that of the breakdown of
the Nehruvian secular consensus and the crisis of the very edifice of the postcolonial nation-
state. This breakdown and crisis of democratic ideals began with the National Emergency
(1975-7) and was further threatened by the rise to prominence of an alternative national
ideology, Hindutva, based on the supremacy of Hindu religion and culture. This was also the
period when received historiography in India came under tremendous attack from the
Subaltern School. Not just the lopsided, Orientalist, and imperial versions of history, but
nationalist historiography of pre- and- post-ladependent period came to be vigorously
questioned. Indian nationalist historiography sought to depict a master-saga of the nation in a
coherent narrative. The essence of this nationalist narrative is its elaborate and heroic
representaticn of the nation highlighting glorious ancient past and the heroic independence
movement of Gandhi and Nehru.Even in the mid-1970s Hindu nationalists were propagating a
kind of simplistic but dangerous historiography which represents the Indian nation as a Hindu
nation and which dwells on a glorious Hindu past and emphasises the role of Muslims as
bloodthirsty invaders and fanatical temple-breakers.*’

It was in this ideologically charged and politically volatile period that the Subaltern
School, feminist scholars, and Left revisionist historians were giving out a rallying cry to
“democratize [...] the production of historical knowledge [and] to work towards a new kind of
historical culture”.® The present study seeks to investigate how writers of literary fiction who
emerged during this period respond to these developments in Indian historiography in their
novels, and how their image of India compares to these conflicting visions of the nation as
portrayed by the British as well as by the nationalists.

The range and variety of the Indian English novel’s engagement with history and
“India” as imaginative concern is seen in these novels. Almost all of them are the ones who
have keenly participated in the project of disrupting the edifice of received historiography,
both colonial and nationalist, and have attempted to offer a revisionist historiography through

their literary works.
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Though this study seeks to focus on issues of history, historical representation and
national identity, it does not contend either that the texts chosen here are representative of
" Indian literature generally or that they are only nationalallegories. Such a claim could hardly
do justice to the richness and complexityof the writings of any of the authors under
consideration. Many in India would argue (especially in the light of Rushdie’s infamous

indictment of regional literatures in his introduction to the Vintage Book of Indian Writing

1947-1997) that the true strengths of Indian literature lie in workbeing done in the different
regional languages of the country, and that the high profile of writers in English is partly due
to such factors as their easier accessibility, or even to alleged pandering to the expectations of
Western readers (an issue which is discussed elaborately in Chapter 4). Many writers of
vernacular languages have represented histories, among other things, in their novels, some of
which would be found superior in many ways to their English counterparts, and much more
fascinating because of their attention on local histories, complexities and dilemmas of
modernity, urbanization, issues of caste and class, and questions of postcolonial belonging,
citizenship and democracy. Writers like Shrikant Verma, Kamleshwar, Krishna BaldevVaid,
Mohan Rakesh, Nirmal Verma, Mrinal Pandey, Shrilal Shukla (Hindi), Gopinath Mohanty, U.
R. Anantha Murthy, Binapani Mohanty, Surendra Mohanty, Satakadi Hota(Oriya),
Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay, Mahasweta Devi, Samaresh Basu, Sunil Gangopadhyay,
Shishendu Mukhopadhyay (Bengali), Ismat Chugtai, Sadaat Hassan Manto, Krishan Chander
(Urdu), T. S. Pillai, Shivaram Karanth, O. V. Vijayan (Malayalam), Kalki, Na.
Parathasarathy, Su. Samuddiram, (Tamil), Tejashwi (Kannada), R. R. Borade, Jayawant
Dalvi (Marathi), Lakshinandan Bora, Hitesh Das, Mamoni Roisom Goswami, Rongbog
Terang, Rita Choudhury, Dhribajyoti Bora (Assamese), E. Sonamani (Manipuri) are among
the numerous writers writing in veranacular languages whose works depict Indian history and
nation in multifarious light.

Arguably, nowriter can ever be truly representative, and the ten writers chosen here

are certainly no exception. The choice of Salman Rushdie’s novel Midnight's Children was

inevitable because it was this novel that injected a new dimension into Indian English

novelists’ encounter with history. Written in the historiographic metafictional mode,

Midnight’s Children problematizes historical discourse by writing a highly personalized

version of Indian history and nationhood. The objectivity of mimetic historical writing is put
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into question by Saleem, the narrator, who utilizes his unreliable memory to write the history
of the nation. Rushdie’s novel displays the new developments in the culture of
postmodeinism, especially the issues reiated to the interface of history and fiction. In

Tharoor’s The Great Indian Novel, key political events of Indian history are explicitly

allegorized as episodes of the Sanskrit epic, the Mahabharata. The Great Indian Novel, like

the other novels, is characterized by the presence of a clearly interventionist narrator, who
makes sense of Indian history and its characters for us, though there is a distinctively
postmodern arbitrariness in his ordering of narrative meaning.

Historical objectivity is also profoundly questioned by the nameless narrator of The
Shadow Lines, who attempts the impossible task of putting into words what these narratives
elide. In part this omission is because these events are impossible to interpret: “for to look for
words of any other kind would be to give them meaning, and that it is a risk we cannot take
any more than we can afford to listen to madness”.”’ The novel is structured around the
narrator’s attempt to reconstruct a family tragedy, namely the mystery surrounding the death
of his cousin; his methods of “investigation” are effected through memory, family stories and
a constant confrontation with historical or “official” narratives. While discussing the
historiographic intervention in these texts, the role of memory in revealing the textuality and
narrativity of history is discussed at some length in the first chapter.Given the distortion of
events in Pakistani and Indian official narratives, such fictional interventions and subversion

through history-fiction interface, as seen in novels like Midnight’s Children, The Shadow

Lines and Such a Long Journey, are radical political moves.

Such a Long Journey is about fraught family ties and male friendships, as the promises

of independence begin to show clear signs of corrosion under IndiraGandhi’s authoritarian
rule. The novel offers an unflinching scrutiny of the rot that has set in to the state and
extended into civil society. Published in 1990, six years after the assassination of Indira

Gandhi, Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey, like Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, is also

a novel of the Emergency as theculmination of an ongoing erosion of the democratic ethos
and secular political landscape. Nayantara Sahgal’s novel Rich Like Us also depicts this grim
period of Indian history, a time when the “world’s largest democracy was looking like nothing

so much as one of the two bit dictatorships we had loftily looked down upon”.>*
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Partly magical-realist, partly realist, Mukul Kesavan’s counterfactual narrative of a

significant period of Indian history in Looking Through Glass, including that of Partition,

explores the myriad historical possibilities that were eliminated as certain’ factions and
trajectories won out over others in the years leading upto Independence and Partition.

The novels have been selected also for the reason that each one of them, in one way or
the other, deals with the complex issues regarding the state of the postcolonial nation and the
issues related to the re-presentation and re-imagining the nation in critical perspectives. This
thesis does not accede to Jameson’s contested claims about national allegory and third-world
literature. The nation is not the only appropriate subject for any given literature, but is surely
an important one in the current context of uncertainty about the nature of democracy and the
role of the state in the face of competing values and cultural claims. The novels produced by
Indian writers in the 1980s and 1990s share a strikingly common aspiration to represent a pan-
Indian reality, a rethinking of the nationalist representations of the past and of historical
writing, while drawing on a range of different narrative traditions eclectically incorporated
within the broad framework of the novel in English. The novels display keen and complex
engagement with history and the novels each revisit, in their own way, the historical novel.
“They all present an allegoresis of the Indian nation by recuperating different versions of the
national past: in the sense that they present different configurations, or emplotments, of
specific historical events in India’s colonial and postcolonial history”.>*

This project of critical questioning of the nation which disrupts the hegemonic, official
nationalist agenda has been the result of various factors in Indian socio-political life. Various
major political upheavals have affected India in the last thirty years. The suspension of
democracy during the Emergency, the rise of the Hindu Right, and economic deregulation
have all had a profound impact on the intellectual and political landscape and necessitate a
reconsideration of older nationalist paradigms. This work emphasizes the ways in which
narratives of the nation are necessarily challenged to imagine the nation as diverse, cither by
seeking out new languages of imagined tolerance and accommodation or by probing the fate
of those subjects who are not the nation’s normative citizens—women, subalterns, and non-

Hindus, among others. I. Allan Sealy’s The Trotter-Nama, Mistry’s Such a Long Journey,

Deb’s The Point of Return, as well as Kesavan’s Looking through Glass depict the question of
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minority citizens and exposethe sinister logic of the state by which some people always
remain unmapped into the official system.

"Very recent novels like What thz Body Remembers by Shauna Singh Baldwin and

Point of Return by Siddhartha Deb have been selected because they testify to the arguments

made in the thesis that many of the dark events of history continue to traumatize life of the
nation till today. The partition of 1947 is a case in point. These novels depict how the very
idea of a secular, unitary, stable nation got disrupted at the very moment of its bloody birth,
and how it remains a wound that refuses to be healed. Throughout the thesis the case of the
partition has been given elaborate exposition and it has been supplemented with other

partition texts like Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan and Bapsi Sidhwa’s Jce-Candy Man.

Regarding the literary representation of the Partition of the subcontinent, it must be noted that
many great novels and short stories have been written in the regional languages which could
not be included in the present study. Some of the most important works in Indian languages
are Sadaat Hassan Manto’s short stories in Urdu, Bhishm Sahani’s Tamas (Hindi),
Qurratulain Hyder’s Sita Haran (Urdu, 1960), Krishna Sobti’sZindaginama (Hindi, 1979), and
Jyotirmoyi Devi’s Epar Ganga Opar Ganga (Bengali). Apart from literary treatment, the

Partition has been the subject of a large number of films (M. S. Sathyu’s “Garam Hawa” and
Shyam Benegal’s “Mammo”, Pankaj Butalia’s “Karavan™) and television serials such as
“Buniyad” and “Hum Log”.

History is a form of representation and the way it is depicted, by whom and for who
are questions that gain urgency in the real world.Since the thesis engages with the issue of
“representation”, it is necessary to briefly outline the various connotations of the term. The
term “representation” has come to be appropriated by diverse areas such as literature and the
arts, media and popular culture, pure and applied sciences, social and behavioural sciences,
and so on. Most usages of the word “representation” cover its general lexical meaning, “to
represent”. The term “representation” which brings forth histories of all kinds can primarily
be defined as “presence” or “appearance”. Representations can be clear images, material
reproductions, performances and simulations. Representation can also be defined as the act of
placing or stating facts in order to influence or affect the action of others.

The word also has political connotations. Politicians are thought to “represent” a

constituency, which implies that they have the right to stand in the place of another. The
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question of “representation” is of special import in the arena of postcolonial studies. This
expression has gained currency in postcolonial discourse essentially because it is related to
problems that concern the following: (i) individual identity, (ii) power and language, (iii)
hegemony and resistance, (iv) nationalism and hybridism, and (v) ethnicity and indigeneity.
One of the most crucial sides to this complex debate is regarding the ideological, linguistic,
historical and ethical issues surrounding the representation of the “subaltern”.

Edward Said, in his analysis of textual representations of the Orient in Orientalism,
emphasizes the fact that representations can never be exactly realistic: In any instance of at
least written language, there is no such thing as a delivered presence, but a re-presence, or a
representation. Representations then can never reaily be “natural” depictions of the orient.
Instead, they are constructed images that need to be interrogated for their ideological
content.”*

In a similar way, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak makes a distinction between Vertretung
and Darstellung. The former she defines as “stepping in someone’s place...10 tread in
someone’s shoes”. Representation in this sense is “a political representation,” or speaking for
the needs and desires of somebody or something. Darstellung is representation as re-
presentation, “placing there”. Representing is thus “proxy and portrait,” according to
Spivak.>® The complicity between “speaking for” and “portraying” must be kept in mind. In

The Post-Colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues, Spivak addresses the problem of

‘speaking in the name of”:

It is not a solution, the idea of the disenfranchised speaking for themselves, or
the radical critics speaking for them; this question of representation, self-

representation, representing others, is a problem.>®

Spivak recommends “persistent critique” to guard against constructing the Other
simply as an object of knowledge, leaving out the real Others because of the ones who are
getting access into public places due to these waves of benevolence and so on.”” If there is
always an element of interpretation involved in representation, we must then note who may be
doing the interpreting. Ella Shohat claims that we should constantly question representations,

and that this questioning is particularly important when the representation of the subaltern is
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involved. The representations of marginalized groups are few and often flawed as they do not
hold the “power over representation”, and whatever representations are there, these are
“nécessarily within the hermeneutics of domination, overcharged with allegorical
significance”.® The mass media tends to take the few available representations of the
subaltern as allegorical or representative of all minorities in general. This collapsing of the
image of the subaltern reflects not only ignorance but a lack of respect for the diversity within
marginalized communities. In the context of literary representations of the marginalized
people, such easy allegorizing and simplified images need to be examined with care.

Shohat also suggests points out how representations have vast implications for people

in real context:

The denial of aesthetic representation to the subaltern has historically formed a
corollary to the literal denial of economic, legal, and political representation.
The struggle to ‘speak for oneself’ cannot be separated from a history of being

spoken for, from the struggle to speak and be heard.>

Although many see representations as harmless “likenesses”, they do have a real effect on the
world. They are meant to relay a message and more often than not it influences opinion and
leads to action. We must ask what ideological work these representations accomplish.

Finally, if we again turn to Spivak and her question, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” we
find that in this seminal essay, Spivak emphasizes the fact that representation is a sort of
speech act, with a speaker and a listener. Often, the subaltern makes an attempt at self-
representation, perhaps a representation that falls outside “the lines laid down by the official
institutional structures of representation”.®’ Yet, this act of representation is not heard. It is not
recognized by the listener, perhaps because it does not fit in with what is expected of the
representation. Therefore, representation by subaltern individuals seems nearly impossible.

Despite the fact that Spivak’s formulation is quite accurate, there must still be an effort
to try and challenge starus quo representation and the ideological work it does. The work of
various “Third world” and minority writers, artists, and filmmakers attest to the possibilities
of counter-hegemonic, anti-colonial subversion. The writers under the present study and their

works are also engaged in the act of representation of history and through it, the nation and its
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people. Therefore, the fraught question of representation and the ideological complexities
surrounding the act of representation become pertinent to them, too.

The first chapter explores the philosophica! issues related to history-fiction interface as
evident in the novels and the narrativization of history which becomes a powerful means of
subverting dominant western and nationalist paradigms of historiography. In narrating the
impossibility of a unitary, homogeneous nation, these writers have followed a radical set of
philosophy regarding history and historiography. If the idea of a unitary nation is a myth and
an imaginary construct, then history itself is necessarily a species of story-telling which is in a
transformative relation to the story it tells. The fragmentariness of the nation-state can only be
narrated through a historiography that itself subscribes to the necessity of a fragmentary
practice. The earlier generation of writers like Anand and Rao worked within the framework
of history as a collective memory. History, for them, was something which contains the past
and which can be unearthed simply by telling it. Entangled as it was with the ideology of the
nation-state, history, in the hands of the nationalist writers, was no more than a celebratory
account of the march of certain victorious concepts and powers like the nation-state,
bureaucratic rationalism, capitalism, science and progress. History was necessarily associated
“with the grand narratives of ‘right,” ‘citizenship,’ the nation state, [and] ‘public’ and ‘private’
spheres”.®! Even in their opposition to imperialism and colonialism, the older generation of
writers sought to write a historiography which could claim to be complete in its representation
of the past and in giving voice to the newly formed nation.

The idea of objectivity and scientific principles and absolute truth in history is now
revealed to be something of an imposition of the Western world-view, and that it is one which
has informed nationalist and colonial histories alike. History and its associated teleologies
have been the means through which European colonialism sought to write their versions of
supposedly authoritative accounts of the non-European world in a bid to legitimize its
expansionist, exploitative mission. History has been generally figured as true, immutable, and
objective as opposed to fiction which is defined as untrue and subjective.

Midnight's Children, published in 1980, became the pathbreaker in this regard. The

novel inaugurated a post-foundationalist approach in its “initiation of history” that projected a
significant and far-reaching influence on the writers of Rushdie’s generation.®> Midnight's

Children, with its emphasis on the multiplicity of Indian identity, and its playful yet powerful
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collapsing of the relationship between Self and Nation proved to be very liberating for many

Indian English writers who started writing in the eighties. It was Midnight's Childrenthat

showed how through such dew “conceptual conjuring(s)"63 of historiography, self ard nation,
as well as daring postmodernist experimentations, the constraints of writing a new
historiography or historiographic fiction can be overcome. Following in the footsteps of

Rushdie’s Midnight's Children, novels like 1. Allan Sealy’s The Trotter-Nama, Shashi

Tharoor’s The Great Indian Novel, Mukul Kesavan’s Looking Through Glass and Vikram

Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring Rain, while dealing with Indian history, problematize the
matter of India and challenge and question established conventions of traditional history
writing by using the mode of what Linda Hutcheon calls “historiographic metafiction”, that is
“novels that are intensely self reflexive but also both re-introduce historical context into
metafiction and problematize the entire question of historical knowledge”.** Hutcheon

explains that historiographic metafiction

...refutes the natural or common-sense methods of distinguishing between
historical fact and fiction. It refuses the view that only history has a truth
claim, both by questioning the ground of that claim in historiography and by
asserting that both history and fiction are discourses, human constructs,
signifying systems, and both derive their major claim to truth from that

identity.®

Postcolonial writers have adopted and appropriated postmodern narrative techniques and
ideas as tools for dismantling Eurocentric norms and strictures. According to Robert Young,
this is a political move which “mark not just the culturai effects of a new stage of ‘late’
capitalism, but the sense of loss of European history and culture as History and Culture, the
loss of their unquestioned place at the centre of the world”.®

But this does not mean that postmodern historiographic metafiction is the only mode
for recuperating or retrieving lost, suppressed selves, for remembering the violence and
trauma of history, for exposing the falsity of the rhetoric of the hegemonic nation state, for
giving voice to marginalized groups or national minorities and for remembering the tragedy of

individual lives harried and wrecked by history, and of history harried and wrecked by
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individuals. If there were multiple versions of India, multiple and diverse modes were also
adopted in narrating the alternative versions of India and asserting its polyglot identity. Thus,
along with the postmodern metafictions, of Rushdie, Tharoor, Sealy, Kesavan, and Chandra,

we have novels like Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines, Nayantara Sahagal’s Rich Like Us, Rohinton

Mistry’s Such a Long Journey, Shauna Singh Baldwin’s What the Body Remembers,

Siddhartha Deb’s The Point of Returnand Surface, that continued very much in the realist

tradition. But whether in the postmodern metafictional or realistic modes, these novels,
nonetheless, are still qualified enough to be called literary equivalent of history of the “third
kind”.

The power of discourse is of vital importance in any representation, and more sc in the
writing of history.The issue of discursive power gains added significance when writers from a
postcolonial society like India attempt to represent the nation through historical fiction.
Colonial as well as nationalist historians and writers have, as we have seen, often defined
“India” and “Indian” monologically. Chapter 2 of this thesis attempts to examine how
postcolonial Indian English Writers from the 1980s onwards have tried to offer a space for
voices speaking from outside socially sanctioned narratives of the nation by exploiting the
polyphonic potentialities of fiction.This chapter focuses on the narration of the nation as
offered by these texts. The main argument of this chapter is that, as products of a particular
historical time when the idea of the nation-state was going through a crisis of faith, these
novels do not offer any celebratory account of the nation but elegiac versions of the nation.
Through an alternative version of history which goes against the official and dominant
discourses, the picture of the nation that emerges is also quite different from what overtly
nationalistic and official powers claim it to be—homogenous, unitary and exclusive.

This chapter draws from the theoretical writings of Frantz Fanon, Fredric Jameson,
and Benedict Anderson, all of whom have dealt with the relation between nation and
literature, as well as from such scholars as Partha Chatterjee, Ashish Nandy and Sunil
Khilnani. In his essay “The National Longing for Form” Timothy Brennan draws attention to
what he calls the “nation-centeredness of the postcolonial world”.®” Nagesh Rao says: “If the
postcolonial novel is to be seen as a site of resistance (in its ideological positioning within
cultural institutions), its material referent and its condition of production is the postcolonial

nation”.®® This relationship between the Nation and Narration (which is the title of the now
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famous anthology of essays edited by Homi K. Bhabha that pioneered the debate) is
immensely crucial for postcolonial writers and society in general. While thischapter discusses
the significance and nation-narration nexus of postcolonial literature, it also takes note of the
obvious complexities of relating literature to nationhood in any straightforward manner. The
argument will be based on Partha Chatterjee’s theorization of the derivativeness of the
discourse of the nation, and Imre Szeman’s theorization of the postcolonial nations as “zones
of instarbility”.69 Aligning his work to the recent critiques of nationalist historiograpny—such
as those of the Subaltern School, Chatterjee not only reveals the limits of national history but
also cogently argues that nationalism in Indiais “derivative” of European nationalism, a

“different discourse, yet one that is dominated by another”.” Equally pertinent as Chatterjee is

Sunil Khilnani’s ideas who in his book The Idea of Indis considers the rhetoric of Indian

nationalism, both before and after independence, as a means ofapproaching India’s national
history.”' It will be seen that literature from these nations, rather than reaffirming the
significance of what has been established, is often preoccupied with the task of grappling with
how a nation might be forged in the midst of multiple centrifugal forces.

Nation and nationalism are complex terrains in postcolonial contexts. On the one
hand, the ideas of nation and anti-colonial nationalisms are of vital importance for the
postcolonial societies because they provided them the politically effective and culturally
regenerative resources with which to “reclaim or imagine forms of community again, to
forgecollective political identities [. . .] to challenge colonial rule”.” But on the other hand,
these very concepts came to be interrogated and vehemently contested as the illiberality and
confining characteristics of postcolonial nationalism began to show its dark designs at the
hands of the ruling elites after independence. A widespread sense of betrayal and discontent
began to set in as the promised freedom and suffrage of anti-colonial nationalism began to
fade. The postcolonial collapse is all the more apparent in India. As Ashcroft says the
“national ideal of one people, so successfully championed by Nehru has never been more
challenged than it has by India’s size and complexity”.”

Literatures from the postcolonial societies have vigorously participated in these
debates surrounding relative benefits and problems of nation and nationalisms, debates that
“often echo (but do not neatly replicate) the wider critical conflicts regarding the phenomena

pointed out above—conflicts which frequentlyconcern the extent to which nation and

33



nationalisms ultimatelyengender lasting liberty or continued coercion, sovereignty or

servitude, freedom or censorship”.”* Salman Rushdie’s metaphors in Midnight’s Children of
the cloth with a hole at its centre and the Body cracking up are instances of this disastrous fate

of the postcolonial nation-state. Ghosh in The Shadow Lines depicts the inevitable end of a

stable nation with the balkanizing tendencies within the nation growing stronger by the day.
Instead of simply being celebratory, major postcolonial writers have interrogated the
idea of the nation, showing how we need to be aware of multiple claims and intersections that
followed independence. The chapter will take into consideration Priya Joshi’s point: “The
English novelists of the 80s seem more elegiac over than celebratory of the nation...These are
national novels, yes; but hardly nationalist ones”.” These novels are very much entangled in
the national, but uniike the earlier nationalist novels, they do not celebrate the possibilities of
the newly independent nation or the desire to look ahead for a better time. These noveis do
not sing paean to the glorious struggle for liberation or to the glorious moment of the birth of

the nation. Instead, these writers, like Saleem in Midnight’s Children, are writing an elegiac

history “in the face of the smashing, the pulverizing, the irreversible discombobulation of the
children of midnight” (MC 427).All of them depict a nation riddled by the maladies of
modernity and despair, seething in anger and discontent. '

If the nation is depicted to be sick, falling apart and a site of struggle and pain, this
sickness, and painful struggle and the resultant trauma has been represented in corporeal
terms. Corporeal imageries are abundantly employed by these authors in making sense of the
trauma, violence, chaos, and cruelty of history and the maladies of the nation. Chapter 3 is an
in-depth examination of the picture of the nation as painted on the body. In this chapter the
focus is on the impact of history, in case of these novels mostly disruptive and traumatic
history, on the “Body”. It will be argued that like most postcolonial writers from other
regions, these writers self-consciously present history as registered on the body. The focus on
the body in this chapter is also justified from the fact that the body, along with space, has been
a traditional field of contestation for discursive power in personal and national politics.
Representations of markings on individual bodies (scars, diseases, dismemberments,
mutilations, and losing of the ‘body’) along with representations of internalized responses to
body (impaired self-image, mental ailments, ambivalence, narcissism) that we find in these

texts can be read as commentaries on the state (condition, health, corruption, cruelty,
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injustice) of the body politic. Instead of the traditional historiographic trope of the “body
politic”, which is closed, complete, definite, we find in these writers the carnivalesque,
excessive, unstable bodies through which the nation can be defined in terms of divérsity rather
than homogeneity, and the desire of grasping and defining an essential Indian identity is
undermined.

We can see an “unflinching attention to the bodily inscriptions of history”™ in
Rushdie, Mistry, Kesavan, Sahagal, Baldwin, Deb. Saleem’s body, once intact and indivisible

but now falling apart, cracking up;the Muslim nationalists in Looking Through Glass losing

their body and disappearing due to vCongress nationalist politics (the question of body and
embodiment), the rape of Parwana symbolizing the overtly male and Hindu orientation of
Corngress politics, the circuracision of the narrator in the novel; women and their bodies as

texts of communal horror and dishonour in What the Body Remembers and the other partition

novel Looking Through Glass (Violent Partition histories show that map inscription was often

asserted as bodily inscription); the scenes of riots, senseiess murders, fear, and physical

threats in Gnosh’s The Shadow Lines and Deb’s Point of Return (at the time of Partition and

re-partition of the subcontinent), all of these point to the follies and trauma of history played
out on a national scale. Bodies undergo transmutation, fetishization and gruesome corruption
in these texts which mark the limits of the postcolonial nation’s ability to live at peace with
itself.

It will also be noted that these bodies or the corporeal imageries and metaphor are
informed by grotesque realism. The idea of the grotesque is not only helpful in reading
Rushdie but also the corporeal aspects in Mistry, Sealy, Kesavan and Vikram Chandra. The
leaking, fissuring, severed, mutilated bodies in Rushdie, Mistry and Baldwin are literal and
grotesque historical trauma left by events like the Emergency and Partition. Grotesque,

carnivalesque bodies play a crucial part in The Trotter-Nama. Eugene, who begins his story

with a dream of “gulab jamuns in warm syrup” (T'TN 3) is as enormous as the narrative he
produces. Justin Trotter gets extremely fat because of his insatiable lust for food and
delicacies (colonial master as the greedy consumer); Mik Trotter’s skin is turning blue (a
hybrid child of colonialism—not European, not Indian, revealing the Anglo-Indians’ troubled

sense of belonging in the nation). In Red Earth and Pouring Rain by Vikram Chandra we see
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characters changing bodily forms which expose the inability of the colonizer’s desire to
contain the colonized under control and containment.

Chapter 4 shifts its focus to'a somewhat different direction to present an in-depth’
critique of this very project of representation of history in Indian English fiction. The chapter
looks at the various possible and common criticisms directed against these writers in their
attempts at engaging history: elitism as in Tharoor, postcolonial exoticization (as discussed by
Graham Huggan) in Rushdie and Mistry, falling prey to the “packaging” game of globalized
market force and mainstream perception as in the case of Deb and Baldwin, trivialization of
culturally and politically valuable or significant markers.”” This chapter will analyse the ways
in which this representation of history has been done and most impoitantly, how and if the
writers have managed to avoid the many pitfalls that such narrative representations are often
prone to.

The metropolitan publishing houses and global market-force try to sell these texts
from formerly colonized countries as authentic documents of postcoloniality and third world
subjectivity. Such a strategy of categorizing literary texts as national allegories help the
selling of books because the metropolitan readers and critics tend to read the diasporic writers
with a certain horizon of expectations.In such a scenario writers like Rushdie, Tharoor, Sealy,
Mistry, Baldwin Kesavan ete “automatically assumes the role of the so called cultural
informants who represent East to West”.”® In other words, the texts from the so-called third
world are consumed by the metropolis according to certain paradigms fixed and encouraged
by the global market.The chapter also analyses the role of the critics because it is them who
interpret the postcolonial text for metropolitan audiences. The critics work from within their
own worldliness which tints their interpretations of the text. Thus this chapter looks at the
ramifications of this politics of consumption on the production and meaning of these texts that
deal with postcolonial Indian history. Along with this, the chapter also deals with the role of
prizes like the Booker and Pulitzer in providing the metropolitan stamp of approval to these
novels and boosting their popularity in the international arena. It will beexamined, along the
lines of argument of scholars like Graham Huggan, Bishnupriya Ghosh, Deepika Babhri, etc.,
how far the writers themselves play to the tune of the global/metropolitan market and engage
in producing exoticized images of India to be consumed by the Western public. In short, this

chapter directs its focus on the historical, linguistic, ideological and locational factors of the
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postcolonial condition, and their ramifications in the project of re/writing of or re/narrating
history and the nation. A major part of the chapter deals with the politics of reception and
consumption vis-a-vis the engagement of history in these texts.

The last chapter is a summing up of the main arguments and issues discussed in the
previous chapters. It also examines the ascendancy of history and historical debates in India’s
public life and argues that history, as a contested terrain, remains alive and volatile in
postcolonial India. The public and academic debates regarding historical issues continue to
influence and shape literary representation. A few recent novels (apart from the ones
discussed in this thesis) have been examined to substantiate the view that Indian English
writers remain entangled in the historical while India herself go on living under the shadows
and trauma of history. Therefore, the chapter takes issues with and exposes the lie to the
Hegelian concept of the “end of history” (as popularized in our own time by Kojeve and
Francis Fukuyama). The arguments will run on the line that these writers shatter the myth of
the teleology of History, its linear progress, and also by displaying through their fictional
enterprises the inadequacies and weaknesses of political progress, liberal democracy and
modernity that the concept ‘end of history’ embraces.

In the context of postcolonial India, there are still so many stories to tell, so many
stories yet to be excavated and brought to light from the darkness of dominance. Moreover,
controversies and debates surrounding history which threaten the communal harmony and
very often turn violent are very much real, as evident by the bloody incidents regardingthe
communal riots over the dispute surrounding the Babri Masjid, riots in Gujrat, insurgency in

Kashmir and the northeast part of the country etc. Therefore, as Shohat and Stam say:

When a certain postmodernism (Lyotard's) speaks of an ‘end’ to
metanarratives and when Fukayama talks of an ‘end of history,” we must ask:
precisely whose narrative and whose history is being declared at an ‘end’?
Dominant Europe may clearly have begun to deplete its strategic repertoire of
stories, but Third World people, First World ‘minorities’—women and gays

and lesbians—have only begun to tell, and deconstruct, theirs.”
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These writers fill the gap left by History by concentrating on the human suffering, trauma,
rupture, cruelty that history brings to the people, because it is always the imaginative writers
that shed light on the “slaughterhouse of history.” The novels under the present study, offer
more nuanced and insightful views regarding the many conflicts, clashes, and rifts along
ethnic and communal lines in present day India. As such these novels, in their engagement
with history, not only present alternative and fictional versions of history, but also appeal for
rethinking Indian history, identity, and nation.

The chapter concludes with some observations regarding the changing facets of
fictional representation of history in recent novels which are characterized by a more diffused
kind of appreach to history. The recent novels in English, while they do not totzlly reject the
national altogether, seem to be moving away from pan-Indian nation-centric engagement, as
in the case of the writers of the Rushdie generation, to a more local allegiance to people and

smaller places and events.
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Chapter 1

History and Narratives

...what is history? Is it an account of events set out and approved by a dominant culture? Or
does history possess another door, other doors, to be opened by strangeness?

—Wilson Harris, The Dark Jester

[W]hat historians might call a 'fragment’--a weaver's diary, a collection of poems by an
unknown poet (and to these we might add all those literatures of India that Macaulay
condemned, creation myths and women's songs, family genealogies and local traditions of
history)--is of central importance in challenging the state's construction of history, in thinking
other histories and marking those contested spaces through which particular unities are

sought to be constituted and others broken up.

—~Gyanendra Pandey, “In Defence of a Fragment”

In postcolonial India, history has remained an embattled territory. From Orientalist
(mis)construction to nationalist and communal appropriation and abuse, historiography in
modern India is characterized with fissures, cracks and dilemmas.As such, historiography in
India has been a troubled form of writing which has inherited and since retained western
formal and theoretical constructs of historiography.Since the beginning of the 1980s, some
historians have been appealing for and practising a mode of writing history which would not
be directed by Western paradigms and frameworks of history, and at the same time would be
able to give voice to the silence surrounding many areas of India’s past.' The Subaltern
School of historians have been on the forefront of this revisionist enterprise of Indian history.

For example the historian Gyan Prakash calls for a mode of writing history, a “third kind of
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history” that is neither recursive in its search for lost forms, nor enslaved to colonialist
narratives of nation and modernity.”

Indian English novels frorii the 1980s onwards display a deep and complex
engagement with history, politics, ideology, and dialectical dilemmas of Indian history from
the colonial to the present times. These novels participate in a kind of historiography that is
both “frankly revisionist” and “fiercely theoretical and intellectually insurrectionary”.® In
other words, the novels under the present study not only deal with history and historical
events or draw on history for their subjects, but also engage themselves with serious
philosophical and theoretical issues relating to historiography and history writing itself. The
focus of discussion in this chapter is that these novels, which are both political and literary,
can be seen as “@sthetic equivalent(s) of this third form of history, or a maverick attempt at
doing history (?)”.*This chapter presents a discussion on the philosophical issues related to
history-fiction interface inherent in these novels, what kind of philosophy and theoretical
ideas of history these writers adhere to, contest other strands of historical philosophy, and
how through their engagement with history, they not only present alternative and fictional
versions of history, but also appeal for rethinking about writing Indian history in the
postcolonial context and about writing or doing history in general. While “telling” the history
of postcolonial India, these novels, to paraphrase the words of R. John Williams, dramatize
and reproduce revisionary historiography, and the potentially fruitful (and problematic)
process of writing or “doing history”.

Thus an attempt has been made to see how far and to what extent and how these
novels have contested received discourses of historiography, both Orientalist/colonialist as
well as the nationalist. In other words, the chapter is concerned with the examination of the
stylistic, philosophic and formal aspects of the texts through which this oppositional
historiography comes into being. Throughout the analysis of the texts, the argument is that in
colonial and postcolonial contexts, legitimized histories cocxist and often collide with non-
historiographic, overtly fictional forms of historical writing that perform complex
epistemological and cultural functions and intervene significantly in the discourse of history.
Writers like Rushdie, Tharoor, Mistry, Sealy and Kesavan employ this interventionist
historiography which largely elides the interpenetration of “true” and “fictive” modes in

historical writing.
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It is argued that serious historical “fiction” like these novels both emerge from and
return to “history”; indeed, at one level they cah be regarded as alternative Torms of figural
representation. As Havden White argues, history is a narrative prose discourse ordered
through various modes of emplotment, argument, and ideological implication, and the
historian performs an “essentially poetic act” in prefiguring and explaining historical events.®
At another level, though, historical fictions can work precisely to neutralize or to repudiate the
figurations of institutional history and can serve as alternative sources of historical knowledge
for audiences ideologically resistant to the dominant narratives. In revising the troubled form
of historiography, fictions involving history must inevitably draw attention to the inherited
problems of historical tepresentation, even as they re-present history and invest it with new
(but not necessarily ideal) meanings.

These writers write at the moment when new theories of history undermine recorded
historical facts as the individual’s sole tie to history (as evinced by Collingwood, Foucault,
and otners). These literary narratives explore new views of history through fictional

engagement with history. In Origin and Originality in Rushdie’s Fiction, Martine Hennard

Dutheil points out that the central idea of Midnight’s Childrenis “the power of fiction to

capture and invent a new reality”.” Midnight's Childrenintroduced an upheaval in the stagnant

current of IWE, and its influence on succeeding writers of fiction was far reaching. Judith
Plotz calls the novel’s “extravagant metafictional metaphor: narrative as chutney” Rushdie’s
“programmatically promiscuous contribution to the modern Indian historical novel”® It
proved liberating and ennobling for writers like Sealy, Tharoor, Kesavan, Chandra, Sahagal,
Mistry and many others who, through new methodological and philosophical interventions
into the notions of history and historical representations, attempt to provide new insights for
historiography.

In recent times, history and historiography have been re-defined. New critical,
theoretical and philosophical insights from such diverse areas such as New Historicism,
cultural theories, post-modern literary theories, and the Subaltern School of history has
displaced the older forms of historical inquiry as a supposedly objective accounts of the past
and have begun to emphasize the discursive modes through which the past is constituted.

Postmodern and post-structuralist critics have challenged the rigidity of the history/literature
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dichotomy by exposing both the narrative quality of history and the historical potentialities of
all sorts of narrations. The very foundation of History, its truth-claim, its reliance on scientific
teleology, pretensions and hegemoric, totalizing historical narrative of colonial ‘and
nationalistic historical narratives have come under tremendous attack throughout the globe.
Conventional wisdom regarded history and narrative as two different genres. But
contemporary scholars like Louis Mink, Dominick LaCapra, and Hayden White etc. have
emphasized the close link between the two. Hayden White, as recently as 1999 in Figural

Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect, claims “historical discourse” is an “interpretation of

the past” which literary critics are as capable of assessing as historians.” Because history
writing relies on the same type of narrative linear storytelling, the perceived “opposition
between fact and fiction is abolished;” or “the contract” between the real and the imaginary is
“dissolved”.!® Speaking about the narrative quality of history, he argues in Tropics of
Discourse (1978) that “historians believe their narratives to be objective, but because
itinvolves structure their narration cannot escape textuality”.!' The inescapable textual nature
of any piece of written history exposes its narrativity, blurring genre-tied notions of fact and
fiction and openingthe possibility of reading all sorts of texts as potential histories. If history
uses the same “tropics of discourse” as what has been labelled as fiction (novels, stories and
so on), we are presented witha common narrative ground for both genres. This chapter
underlines the crucial fact that this commonality not only relativisesthe factuality of history,
but also recovers the potential historicity of fiction.

In the context of India, this crisis of historiography gave shape to the search for
alternative historical discourse which could reveal the inadequacies of the continuing modular
notions of Indian history, and could expose the limitations and lies of Indian bourgeoisie
nationalism, the official elite versions of history, arguing that the whole “nationalist” project
was fundamentally flawed. In the name of “progress” and “modernity”, the nationalists, after
1947, had imposed an oppressive centralising state on the “fragments” that comprisc Indian
society. From the late 1970s and early 80s, both novels and historiography have attempted to
think around or beyond the modular form of the nation-state, in the recuperation or retrieval

of a different form of writing about the past.
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In the previous chapter we have outlined the weaknesses, biases, gaps and silences in
Indian historiography produced by both the British and the nationalists. As is evident from
that discussion, there are these silence-filled spaces that dot the writing of postcolonial Indian
history. They point us to spaces that (Indian) historiography has thus far needed to deem as

being exterior to its interests.As Judith Plotz argues:

... The construction of India...both on the part of the imperial British elite and
of pre and post-independence elites has involved the search for unitary
metaphors, single narrative... Twentieth century Indian historiography has aiso
constructed a single vision of progress towards national self-consciousness and

integration.'?

Writers of fiction also, more or less, remained trapped in this vicious circle. Early and
middle 20™century produced similar unitary narratives through “a largely realistic fiction of
Indian nationality symbolized by representative persons...representative towns and vaileys
[and] representative structures”.'? Writers like Rao and Desani made commendable attempt at
bringing novelty of form and style in their novels. But despite such occasional novelty, IWE,
in general, had conformed to the dominant realist-mimetic mode. While there has been much
resistance to the English self-representation and representation of India by adopting the
bourgeois novel without questioning its underlying ideological premises, Indian writers co-
opted the western paradigms. Paranjape has characterized the conservative post-independence
Indian novels in English as “bourgeois in both form and content, liberal in outlook, but
implicitly accepting the status-quo. In all cases, the form is placid, more or less in the realist
> 14

mode, with round or flat characters, and written in a proper, non-deviant, pretty English”.

In contrast, much post-Emergency, and especially post-Midnight's Children work in

IWE has moved away from these dominant trends and taken to a road that is radically
different from the earlier generation of writers in many aspects, and especially in their
treatment of history. In this regard, these new writers reveal the disillusionment of the unitary
idea of the nation and nationalist version of history so dominant until then. The nationalist
historiography and the idea of a unitary India or the authority of the nation-state came under

tremendous pressure in the 1980s, the decade that coincide with the emergence of the writers
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with whom this study is concerned. As pointed out by Neelam Srivastava, “This breakdown
began with the National Emergency (1975-7) and was further threatened by the rise to
prominence of an alternative national ideology, Hindutvd, based on the supremacy of Hindu
religion and culture”.’> As mentioned by Srivastava, these two events become a “key focus”
of a number of novels written during this period: Midnights’ Children, The Satanic
Verses(Rushdie), The Shadow Lines (Ghosh), The Great Indian Novel(Tharoor), Such A
Long Journey, A Fine Balance (Mistry), A Suitable Boy (Seth), Rich Like Us (Sahagal) eic.

In their critical attitude towards the validity of the nation-state and the “frankly
revisionist” and “insurrectionary”.'® attitude towards dominani trends of history and
historiography, both these novels and contemporary historiography practised by the Subaltern

Studies historians show interesting parallels. Speaking of these parallels, John Mee observes:

Historiography and the novels are tied together as genres which continually
return to figure the Indian nation as the site of an incomplete or fractured
modernity. The desire to find some kind of third form of writing.... to
reproduce this fracturing not as a grievous lack in the nation but as something
different or as a supplement which challenges the authority of its master-
narratives of nation and modernity, has been as much a part of the novel -- at
least since Rushdie — as it has been part of historiography —at least since

Subaltern Studies.!”

Thus, both the Subaltern Studies historians and the novelists of the 80s complemented one
another in their attempts in countering both Western (colonial) and neocolonial or bourgeois
nationalist ways of representing history, “perhaps even to ‘provincializing Europe’, and find
new ways of narrating Indian pasts (history)”."®

Midnight's Childrenby Salman Rushdie became a trendsetter in many ways. It rejected

the colonial, Orientalist, and overtly nationalist models of historiography by an emphatic
return to the form of the traditional Indian epic. The novel adopted a self-conscious blending
of the mythic and realistic modes which rejects mimesis and suggests “the fragmentary

character of historical reconstructions”.'® Midnight’s Children demonstrated the effectiveness

of such strategies in narrativizing the complexities of postcolonial India. It is through
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postcolonial strategies of narrativization of history that postcolonial narratives such as

Midnight's Children, The Great Indian Novel, The Trotter-Namaand Red Earth and Pouring

Rainare able to present the necessarily fragmentary and fragmented histories of India.
Gyanendra Pandey, one of the most important historian associated with the Subaltern
School, put forwarded the idea of the “fragmentary” vision of history—an idea that found its
strongest expression in the literary field, especially in recent Indian English novels. Against
the grand teleology of colonial historiography and the prescriptive and monologic nationalist
historiographies, Pandey posits the importance of those “fragments” of history—the
alternative archive of memory, myths, orality, legends—history from the subaltern sphere—
that make room for forgotten, neglected and repressed histories. In Rushdie’s novel

Midnight’s Children, the fragmentariness of history and the provisionality of all historical

representation are shown in a number of ways. The image of the perforated sheet is
recurringly used by Rushdie to emphasize the point. Diverse characters and groups of people
belonging tc the subaltern class provide an alternative version to sccio-political events and

developments. Tai’s and Pan-chewer’s oral history in Midnight’s Children, the paan-waala in

Such a Long Journey, Eugene telling history while drinking in The Trotter-Nama provide

such alternative archives of history by utilizing the non-historical “fragments” of history.

Tai has no concept of India but a strong sense of Kashmir and its antiquity: “I have
watched the mountains being born; I have seen emperors die. [...] [ saw that Isa, that Christ,
when he came to Kashmir. Smile, smile, it is your history I am keeping in my head. Once it
was set down in old lost books” (MC 16). Tai’s version of oral history (with a reference to a
now lost authoritative written version) is not paraded as authentically Indian or Kashmiri, but
it is nevertheless a legitimate version. Historian Tai claims to be an eyewitness to all epochs,
by authority of his enormous age, blurring the boundaries of centuries and turning history into
legend and myth where historical accounts are legitimized by their allegorical potential or
imaginative truth value. Kashmir is turned into a mythical location beyond any linear space-
time continuum, which is the antithesis of Aadam Aziz’s Heidelberg-imported clock-
measured time.

Like the Subaltern historians, novelists like Rushdie, Seal, Mistry and Kesavan are
concerned with the voice of the masses. These writers display an insistence urge to recover

and represent the subaltern. Rushdie’s novel, for example, emphasizes the masses, who are
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supposed to be the nation in this “mass fantasy” and “collective fiction”. In Midnight’s
Children, the mythical and legendary are represented as the domain of the subaltern, for
example, Tai’s and the paan-chewers’ mythic history. The masses are, however, an
ambivalent part of the nation. In the Independence scene, the masses are repeatedly referred to
as “the many-headed monster” (MC 115). Shiva is another subaltern character in the novel
who reacts with contempt when Saleem proposes the Midnight Conference along liberal
democratic ideals. Shiva represents the less palatable side of the subalterns which frustrates
bourgeois benevolence. Even though Shiva is mainly a destructive force in Midnight’s
Children, however, the text’s sympathy is not entirely weighed against him. He speaks from a
position which is hard to contradict from Saleem’s middle-class location. Shiva embodies the
many-headed monster which irritates liberal nationalist discourse, which in turn tries to keep
the masses at bay. He can be made to stand for the Indian nation-state’s failure to curb
inequality and poverty. His deprivation contradicts the idea of the Indian nation with a sense
of comradeship and equality. By charting the many failures of the postcolonial nation-state,
these writers tread the same road of the Subaltern historians. In the manifesto of the Subaltern
historiography, Ranajit Guha proposed that this new historical enterprise would attempt to
study the historic failure of the nation to come into its own.

In Mukul Kesavan’s novel, we have the rarely-told history of the role of the Muslim
nationalists in the Freedom Struggle of India, and their historic betrayal by the Hindutva-
ridden Congress politics. The Muslim nationalists are the subaltern figures are not
acknowledged by the Congress as true nationalists. Rohinton Mistry’s novel Such a Long
Journey abounds with subaltern characters whose stories expose the failure of the utopian

dream of a stable, harmonious nation. Mistry’s 1996 novel A Fine Balance uses realism to

present a political critique of the Emergency, portrayed as a period of great suffering for the
lower castes and the dispossessed.

A substantial part of the investigation in this chapter is on the methodological and
philosophical aspect of the texts in dealing with historical issues. The emphasis is put on
exploring the narrativity of historical writing in general and the close interface of history-
fiction in these texts in particular. It is important to add, however, that just because both are
narratives does not mean that history is somehow “dissolved” into fiction, into a general

relativism and radical uncertainty about our pasts. On the contrary, our constitution as
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temporal beings can only be brought to expression in narrative form: “the historicity of human
experience can be brought to language only as narrativity”. Moreover, this narrativity can be
articulated only by the crossed interpiay between history and fiction. In other words, both
referential modes are necessary for our historicity—also translated as historicality, or ‘within-
time-ness’—to be brought into language. This intersection between fiction and history is a
vital exchange, emphasizing the narrativity of history, while at the same time drawing
attention to the mimesis inherent in fiction.

This chapter examines the ways in which these writers, through narrativization of
history, not only problematize the traditional concept of fiction and history but also work out
alternative strategies to narrativize the history of India. The chapter tries to bring cut the
qualities of the rioveis as ironic fiction linked to European and Indian modes of representing
Indian history and as historical parallel capable of engaging at multiple levels the memory and

experience of postcolonial Indian reality. Starting with Midnight’s Children along with a

number of its successors, the chapter will be focussing on the methodological and
philosophical aspects of these novels through which they engage with the probiems of the
historical representation, and of received/dominant versions of historiography arguing that the
models of history adopted by the novelists concerned tend to subvert and question the
dominant notions of historiography emanating from the West, notably the idea of linear
progress and objectivity of historical truth.

By foregrounding the question of the interrelationships between narrativity and
historiography, these writers disrupt the teleology of objective History. This theoretical
practice of blurring of boundaries between fiction and history and its refutation of the
totalitarian constructs of modernity (e.g. rationality, world history, nationalism)allow the
voicing of a number of discursive and ideological spaces which were previously silenced or
misrepresented. The revisitation of the past that seems to be a primary concern of Indian
novels of the 1980s and 1990s effects an anti-philosophy of history, by questioning the way
meaning has been assigned to past events in nationalist historical writing. These novels
provide an alternative mode of rethinking the Indian past as well as emphasizing the role of
memory, myth, and other non-historiographic modes of writing history in general.

In the first section that follows, we shall examine the role of individual as well as

collective memory in re-writing of history, and disrupting the notion of Western objectivity
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and teleology of hegemonic history. The next section deals with the engagement of Indian
history through the non-historiographic mode of myth. After that we go on to see the generic
forms of the various texts under the present study. This saction argues that it is i1ot merely the
much-glorified magic-realist, fabulative texts (Midnight’s Children by Salman Rushdie, The
Trotter-Nama by 1. Allan Sealy, The Great Indian Novel by Shashi Tharoor, Red Earth and
Pouring Rain by Vikram Chandra, and Looking Through Glass by Mukul Kesavan) but also

the so called realist texts like those by Rohinton Mistry and Nayantara Sahgal that intervene
effectively into the discourse of history and resist the dominant discourse of the Master
Narratives of History. The last section of the chapter discusses a few Partition texts to see how
imaginative writings like these fill up the gaps and silences of objective, official hisiory. This
last section also sums up the main arguments of the chapter regarding the issue of narrativity

of history and history-fiction interface.

In a number of essays in hisimaginary Homelands, Rushdie points out the provisional and

arbitrary nature of reality and ‘truth’. He highlights the fact that reality is something which
textually created through the practice of memory, history and fiction. The notion that reality is
not fixed and absolute, but a construct, with different, often competing versions is subscribed
to by not just Rushdie but almost all the writers under the present study—Amitav Ghosh, 1.
Allan Sealy, Shashi Tharoor, and the more recent writer Siddhartha Deb. The novels by these
writers depict alternative histories of India—histories constructed by means of individual
experience and through personal and community memory. In constructing historical reality
through individual and, therefore, varied personal experiences, they highlight the textual
reality of history, nation and identity. These novels contest the hegemony of traditional
objective histories by producing historical versions based on individual experiences and
memories of the protagonists, thereby pitting “historical truth” against“memory’s truth”.
Consequently, the novels posit the idea that multiple histories can be produced out of the
same historical facts. The versions which employ the multiple plurality of individual memory

edit ‘historical truth’ by revealing gaps and silencesin the authorized, official versions.
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Rushdie points out that since reality/history has its own versions, it is crucial that we
must be alert to who is saying what and to what purpose. An artist’s version of reality may
differ from a politician’s. Rushdie says that “we remake the past to suit our present purpose¢s,
using memory as our tool”.?! In other words, we remember and write in order to know and

have some control over the production of our present.Rushdie in Midnight's Children

produces a chutnified version on Indian history where memory and recorded fact merge
together to disrupt the idea of conventional history. For Rushdie, these new rules simulate the
function of memory and make a statement about history and how it is approached, viewed,

and interpreted. Likewise, Sealy’s The Trotter-Nama, Ghosh’s novel The Shadow Lines and

Deb's The Point of Return also deal with important upheavals in a people’s remembered

history, and yet, that reflected through the forgotter lives of individuals and communities.
Memory and the process of recalling memories produce individual histories that overlapsome
aspects of recorded history yet remain unique, individual versions of history.

For Rushdie, truth is always provisional. In the essay “Imaginary Homelands” he
writes, about the elusiveness of memory and the material and immaterial things like dogmas,
childhood injuries, newspaper articles, old films, small victories, all kinds of people upon

which memory builds itself. Midnight's Childrenis a novel that fully illustrates exemplifies his

idea of reality and role of memory. Here he recreates the history of the country from the
subjective andfragmented memory of his narrator: “It is memory's truth ... and only a madman
would prefer someone else's version to his own” (MC 25).History of India is read through
Saleem's family album. It is in the light of this connection that we need to read the following

passage:

Who am 1? What am 1? My answer: | am the sum total of everything that went
before me, of all I have seen done, of everything done-to-me. I am everyone
everything whose being-in-the-world affected was affected by mine. 1 am
anything that happens after I’ve gone which would not have happened if I had
not come. Nor am I particularly exceptional in this matter; each “I”, every one
of the now-six-hundred-million-plus of us, contains a similar multitude. I
repeat for the last time: to understand me, you’ll have to swallow a world. (MC
370)
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Born at the stroke of midnight of August 15", 1947, the hour of India’s coming into
being as an independent country, Saleem, in his’own words, got inextricably linked to the fate

of the nation:

1 had been mysteriously handcuffed to history, my destinies indissolubly
chained to those of my country. For the next three decades, there was to be no
escape ... And there are so many stories to tell, too many, such an excess of
intertwined lives events miracles places rumours, so dense a commingling of

the improbable and the mundane. (MC 1)

There is a constant interface between the personal and the historical throughout the
narrative. In the process, both spheres get transformed or transmuted. If Saleem's life “has
been transmuted into grotesquery by the irruption into it of history” (MC57), history itself, in
the personal version of Saleem, becomes a promiscuous mixture of fantasy, magic, miracles,
rumours, anecdotes, mythological lore, satire, and comedy. The following passage sheds light

on Saleem's connection with history:

How, in what terms, may the career of a single individual be said to impinge
on the fate of a nation? I must answer in adverbs and hyphens: I was linked to
history both literally and metaphorically, both actively and passively, in what
our (admirably modern) scientists may term ‘mode of connection’ composed
of ‘dualistically-combined configurations’ of the two pairs of opposed adverbs
given above. This is why hyphens are necessary: actively-literally, passively-
metaphorically, actively-metaphorically, and passively-literally, 1 was

inextricably entwined with my world. (MC238)

This passage reveals the diverse character of Saleem's involvement with history. As an
embodiment of history, Saleem is no more than just a passive receptacle of what has
happened and is happening around him. In this passive guise, he is battered by the relentless

progress and onslaught of history. He suffers dismantling, loses his magical powers and
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potency, and finally cracks up under its tremendous burden. On the other hand, he is also
placed at the centre of all the happenings in the novel, he gives history shape and meaning,
which makes him into an active agent. In this active part, Salcem takes on the role of a
historian who writes his own version or “memory’s truth”. This active part of him becomes
the nucleus of the critique of Indian history and historiography and the problematizing of the
historical discourse.

In the role of a historian, Saleem, like the traditional historians, aspires to produce
some kind of a totalization of the past, in which he can provide continuities and missing links.
He wants to write a complete and coherent account. Against the “halai” view of family history
where “one is supposed to swallow and digest only the permitted parts of it...drained of their
redness,” Saleem wants to put everything in his version down to its last detail, “letting no
blood escane from the body of the tale” (MC 59). Pitted against this desire to produce a
coherent and total picture of the past is the realization of its impossibility. Saleem knows all
too well that all historical kncwledge is provisional and relative, and no matter what claims
we make for their completeness, all historical accounts are bound to be incomplete and
fragmentary. It is suggested that historians work within limitations which come in the way of
perceiving reality in its totality. In this regard, the metaphor of the perforated sheet in the

novel is a fitting one for the fragmentary nature of historical knowledge:

...and above all the ghostly essence of that perforated sheet, which doomed my
mother to learn to love a man in segments, and which condemned me to see

my own life —its meanings, its structures—in fragments also... (MC 107).

Rushdie illustrates the fragmentary nature of the historian’s recreation of the past by
expounding the idea of history reclaimed through memory. But, since memory can be
inaccurate, unreliable, and extravagant, any historical recreation based on it can only carry

partial reliability. Saleem says:

‘I told you the truth,’ I say yet again, ‘Memory’s truth, because memory has its
own special kind. It selects, eliminates, alters, exaggerates, minimizes,

glorifies, and vilifies, also; but in the end it creates its own reality, its
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heterogeneous but usually coherent version of events; and no sane human

being ever trusts someone else’s version more than his own’ (MC 211).

Rushdie’s fictional recreation of history from memory rather than objective facts is an
example of what Hayden Whitehas called the imaginative task of historicization. White has
argued that historical narratives are linguistic artifacts, rhetorical constructs. Therefore
thecontents of historical narratives are as much invented asfound. Due to their partially
fictional nature, most historical sequences can beemplotted in different ways to create
different interpretations and meanings.”> Rushdie’s alternative accounts of India and the
origins of itsvarious ethnic groups use the fictive quality of historiography to produce
alternative interpretations of the past. Beset with the problems of provisionality of truth and
unreliability of memory, Saleem, nonetheless, works eagerly to write a meaningful history of
the nation.

Since all historical narratives are provisional and fragmentary, and are created out of a
process of selection, omission, alteration and exaggeration, there is always the possibility of
errors and mistakes. In his eagerness to complete his account before his fissured body cracks
up, Saleem turns into an unreliable narrator/historian as he makes errors and mistakes.
Introducing these errors into the story, Rushdie mimics the workings of memory and how a
person’s memory creates a reality that may not conform to recorded historical facts, yet is as

valid for that person as those recorded facts. The following passage from Midnight’s Children

invokes one of the many intentional errors in the text, bringing it to the foreground and
imploring the reader to situate this error in the realm of a historical reality created by human

memory:

Reality is a question of perspective.... Re-reading my work, I have discovered
an error in chronology. The assassination of Mahatma Gandhi occurs, in these
pages, on the wrong date. But I cannot say, now, what the actual sequence of
events might have been; in my India, Gandhi will continue to die at the wrong
time. Does one error invalidate the entire fabric? Am 1 so far gone, in my

desperate need for meaning, that I’m prepared to distort everything to re-write
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the whole history of my times purely in order to place myself in a central role?

Today, in my confusion, I can’t judge. I’ll have to leave it to others (MC198).

Saleem invokes his own memory of events, Gandhi’s death in this instance, as a true
and valid account of his life regardless of that which is recorded as fact and is considered the
one “true” history. Thus, Rushdie’s narcissistic narration enables and invokes new rules of
literature to describe (while avoiding prescription) an alternate way of approaching history.
Carl Becker said that “history is the memory of things said and done”.”® In Rushdie’s novel
we see a personalized history reflected through the individual memory of Saleem Sinai. The
individual nature of history as highlighted by a narcissistic narration that relies on memory
undermines traditional forms of history as a unity of recorded fact.

Re-imagining history fills in the gaps of a person’s memory, in a manner that may or
may not concur with recorded fact. But memory is unreliable, and mistakes are bound to
happen when memory serves as the guide. Saleem describes the inevitable gaps and errors in
memory and proceeds to re-imagine his history in a manner that provides meaning to him. To
emphasize this point, Rushdie enables Saleem’s narration to catalogue the history of Saleem's
grandparents through memories that cannot possibly exist due to his forthcoming birth, 32
years in the future. Saleem reminds the reader that “Most of what matters in your life takes
place in your absence” (MC282). Although not present for the early lives of his grandparents,
he “remembers” their life stories, often by accessing his sense of smell (smell being the sense
with the strongest link to memory). Saleem consistently reminds the reader of the necessity of
re-imagining history in order to have a concept of one’s own past and even re-imagines the
points from which he was absent. Saleem consciously remarks on several of his historical
“errors” to emphasize the re-imagining of individual histories that comprise a new reality,
which serves as an alternate to historical fact.

As such what Rushdie tries to offer is an alternative, deeply personal, indced
prescriptive account of Indian history (all six hundred and thirty million versions, according

to Midnight's Children), and Saleem reminds the reader that individual perception as created

by memory is an illusion that ultimately comprises a truth for that individual, and that this

personal version is no less valid than any other recognized version just because it is personal.
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Amitav Ghosh’s insistence on relying almost entirely on different characters’ personal
memories to recall a riot in Dhaka and the narrator’s search for meaning and redemption

through a personal reconstruction of past events in The Shadow Lines, and I. Allan Sealy’s

view “People want to hear stories so you make them up” (TTN527) reflect the same outlook
on history and historical representation, and the nexus between history and narratives as
Rushdie’s novel. It must be noted however that while Rushdie and Ghosh emphasises
personal memory, Sealy deals with cultural memory to re-write and re-imagine the history of
a community in an attempt to “historicize” it from historical erasure. Saleem’s view that only
a madman would believe another man’s story than his own, finds its echo in Ghosh’s narrator
and in one of the central character Tridib. Ghosh highlights imagination as a means of
transcending hegemonic official representations. The narrator’s cousin, Tridib, urges him to
use his imagination. In Tridib’s view, everyone lives in a story; it is just a question of which
story one chooses.*

In Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines, the unnamed narrator embarks on a search for “roots

and reasons” and “for the meaning of violence through memories of migration”.>* Through
his own personal memories and of that of other people’s, he delves into some forgotten
events, specifically the “minor riots” within India. Through scraps of multiple, overlapping,
fragmentary memories and nuggets of information, Ghosh “attempts to reveal the manner in
which these riots are quite deliberately wiped out of national memory, because they serve to
undermine and disrupt the dominant historiography’s neat narrative of battles with foreign
enemies, located outside national borders, and fought with the methodology and rationality of
organized warfare”.?® As a child, the narrator could not see the connection of his experience
during the school bus journey in Calcutta to the riot in Dhaka, some hundreds of miles away,
which killed Tridib in 1964. As he recalls,

I believed in the reality of space; I believed that distance separates, that it is a
corporeal substance; I believed in the reality of nations and borders...1 could
not have perceived that there was something more than an incidental
connection between those events of which I had a brief glimpse from the
window of that bus, in Calcutta, and those other events in Dhaka, simply

because Dhaka was in another country (TSL 219).
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It took the narrator fifteen years to comprehend these connections and to make sense

of history, after a long painful journey through a maze of memories supplemented by other

archival information. He says:

It was thus, sitting in the airconditioned calm of an exclusive library that I
began on my strangest journey: a voyage into a land outside space, an expanse

without distance; a land of looking glass events (TSL 224).

For the narrator, his imaginary reconstruction of the past is more truthful than the actual
present. He feels the urge to live through other people’s stories. He comes to realize that one
can only know the world through words. He emphasizes the importance of narrative
reconstruction of memories. This impulse for narrativizing the past is opposed to the
worldview of his cousin Ila who cannot see any reason for dwelling in the past and the
imagination. For her words had nothing to do with experiences and excitements stored and
felt by her senses. Then there is the way that official discourses, like the newspapers, narrate
the world.

Ghosh exposes the ways in which national discourses tend to erase or suppress events
of history that threaten to undermine the constructed myth of a stable, homogeneous nation.
For instance, the national discourse of the official reports in newspapers creates gaps, because
the words and the external reality they refer to do not correspond precisely. The newspapers

exclude the riots from the national narrative in order to serve its interests:

Party slips and party congresses and elections poured out their eloquence in
newspapers and histories [...] as though words could never exhaust their
significance. But for these other things we can only use words of description
when they happen and then fall silent, for to look for words of any other kind
would be to give them meaning, and that is a risk we cannot take any more than

we can afford to listen to madness. (TSL.228)
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Against such false yet dominant official truths, writers like Rushdie, Ghosh and Sealy
construct another reality through a personal version of historical truth reclaimed through
mernory, mythopoeia, satire, magic realism, and other ways of narrativizing history. In" the

case of Ghosh in The Shadow Lines, Tuomas Huttunen says,

...he acknowledges that the world is a narrative and discursive social

construction where alternative narrative realities and ideologies clash and unite.

This is evident in his foregrounding of oral stories in The Shadow Lines, which
examines the multiple narrative realities and the construction of personal and

national identities out of these realities.?’

That history was and still is used as a source of power by the state “by altering the past

to fit its present needs,””

that reality and historical truth are narrative constructions is
something that these writers constantly emphasize. T. N. Dhar, while discussing the novelistic

intervention into history to unseat the dominant, official historiography, says:

It is now widely known that both in the developed and less developed countries
of the world, one of the dominant impulses which led the novelists to history-
writing through fiction was their dissatisfaction with the attitude of the

historians towards power-brokers.?’

The writers of fiction underline the often suppressed truth that there is always an opposition
between the official and non-official views of the past. Rushdie, Ghosh, Sealy and Deb have
chosen to use the novel of memory as a weapon to combat the forgetfulness that the exercise

of such official, hegemonic power induces. Rushdie explains it by saying:
Writers and politicians are natural rivals. Both groups try to make the word in

their own images; they fight for the same territory. And the novel is one way of

denying the official, politicians’ version of truth.*°
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Like the narrator in The Shadow Lines, Saleem, in Midnight's Childrendeals with this

issue by referring to contradictions in the accounts of India and Pakistan, especially in their
accounts of war. Saleem records their conflicting versions of happening in the Rann of Kutch,

and comments on the untruth of the newspaper reports which appeared in Pakistan:

Hidden behind newspaper reports--- DASTARDLY INDIAN INVASION
REPELLED BY OUR GALLANT BOYS--- the truth about General Zu!fikar
became, in the papers, INNOCENT SOLDIERS MASSACRED BY INDIAN
FAUJ (MC 337).

Saleem also writes that, in spite of his best efforts, he could nct say whai really happened

during the Indo-Pak war of 1965:

Important to concentrate on good hard facts. But what facts? One week before
my eighteenth birthday, on August 8", did Pakistani troops in civilian clothing
cross the cease-fire line in Kashmir and infiltrate the Indian sector, or did they
not? I_n Delhi, Prime Minister Shastri announced ‘massive infiltration...to
subvert the state’; but here is Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, Pakistan’s Foreign Minister,
with his riposte: ‘We categorically deny any involvement in the rising against

tyranny by the indigenous people of Kashmir’ (MC 338).

Within India, Rushdie illustrates his viewpoint with reference to Mrs. Gandhi’s emergency
rule, when history became synonymous with official handouts. The dichotomous versions of
the known and suppressed history which the time engendered are suggested metaphorically
through the parting of Mrs. Gandhi’s hair, which was part white and part black. The white
represented the one made visible by the official media: “public, visible, documented, a matter
for historians”. That is why Saleem says that the black part “being secret macabre untold,
must be a matter for us” (MC 406). Here Rushdie implies that revisions of history are not
necessitated by methodological inadequacies and imperfections alone, but also by the
distortions of those manipulators who use history as a source of power for dominance. Power-

play and political ideologies in the production of historiography, therefore, erases those
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people, communities, and events which threaten to disrupt the neat idea of a unitary and stable

national identity.

Ghosh’s novel challenges and disproves the doctored documents of India's history and

politics and, in the process breaks many myths of the nation. The Shadow Lines attempts “a
reconstruction of ‘public’ history through a reconstruction of the ‘private’ or personal
history”.*! Such a narrative reconstruction with the aid of personal memory foregrounds the
most viclent phase of Indian nationalism against genteel domesticity, and engages with the
silences and amnesia of the dominant patriarchal nationalism which tries to cover up many
gory and blood-stained chapters of political conflicts.

One instance of this personal reconstruction of public history occurs when Malik, a
restaurant owner of Bangladeshi origin in England, dismisses the 1964 riots (in which Tridib
lost his life) as insignificant compared with the war, but is forced into silence by Robi who
could not suppress his emotion and speaks about the incident that had traumatized their lives.
Ghosh focuses on this incident to unmask the distortions and suppressions in nationalist
histories, to tell the untold stories. The perfunctory coverage of the event by English language
newspapers calls attention to the complicity of the written discourse in the clever erasures in
the state versions. Aligning wars with nations and documented history, Ghosh locates riots in
the people, reserved in personal memory, saying: “they were subject to a logic larger than
themselves [governments], for the madness of the riot is a pathological inversion, but also
therefore a reminder, of that indivisible sanity that binds people to each other independently
of their governments” (TSL 230).

A number of Subaltern historians focus their attention on the representation of riots in
Indian historiography. Riots also figure prominently in Indian English novels. Shahid’s Amin,
a historian associated with the Subaltern School, wrote extensively on how some events figure
prominentl;y in history while the less-palatable ones are erased or suppressed from the realm
of history. Ilis ideas throw crucial insights in reading about these issucs in novels like

Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines and Kesavan’s Looking Through Glass. In Event, Metaphor,

Memory Shahid Amin explores the different ways a certain event was reconfigured within
nationalist histories of India and local memories, over a period of seventy years. Amin is
particularly interested in deconstructing certain aspects of the “master saga” of Indian

nationalist struggles, which, according to him, are built around the retelling of certain well-
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known and memorable events. The significance of nationalist narratives lies in their elaborate
and heroic setting down, or “figurating”, the triumph of good over evil. Amin shows how, in
the episode of Chauri Chaura, the historical significance attached to an event makes the facts
of the case cease to matter: “Forever a lesson to be learnt, the ‘riot’ could no longer be
accorded a narrative past. It could, at most, refer to past imperfection; in the Congress as an
organization, in the nationalist public more generally”.>* The use of the term “riot” as applied

to events such as these is present in Ghosh’s nove! and in Seth’s A Suitable Boy as well.

In Looking Through Glass, there are several instances as seen from the point of view

of the middle class. Nationalist historians had defined subaltern rebellions as spontaneous,
lacking in political consciousness, and without a clearly identifiable leadership (the raid of the
Madhuban police station in the novel). The Subaltern Studies historians suggested reading
these counter-insurgency texts against the grain. The antagonism between the peasant rebels
and the colonial authorities who were charged with containing them was clearly present in the
discourse which the colonial administrators used to characterize the peasants: “The
antagonism is indeed so complete and so firmly structured that from the terms stated for one it
should be possible, by reversing their values, to derive the implicit terms of the other”.*?

We see such representation in the case of a riot in Ghosh’s novel The Shadow Lines,

in which the character May describes to the narrator how his cousin Tridib was killed many
years earlier in Dhaka, trying to save an old man being attacked by a Muslim mob: “Tridib
ran into the mob, and fell upon their backs. He was trying to push his way through to the old
man, I think. Then the mob dragged him in. He vanished. I could only see their backs. It took
less than a moment. Then the men began to scatter. 1 picked myself up and began to run
towards them. The men had melted away, into the gullies. When I got there, 1 saw three
bodies. They were all dead. They’d cut Khalil’s stomach open. The old man’s head had been
hacked off. And they’d cut Tridib’s throat, ear to ear” (TSL 250-1). We note how the ‘mob’
is not individualized, and is portrayed as a murderous, anonymous entity. The irrationality of
its violence is vividly evoked by the mutilated bodies they leave behind. More than once,
Ghosh evokes mob violence as a terrifying, alien force, whose cries reflect “the authentic
sound of chaos” (TSL 201). In another ‘riot’ episode, the mob is seen by the narrator as
animal-like: “As I watched, one limb of the mob broke away from the main body and snaked

out towards us” (TSL 203). The narrator of The Shadow Lines considers this fear of the
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communal mob to be unique to the subcontinent. Neelam Srivastava says: “In this sense, then,
writing about the riot in South Asia needs to take on board Foucault’s concept of the
‘universal singularity’ of ‘the event, because it is ‘without analogy’ and yet at the $ame time a
defining characteristic of the South Asian political landscape”.**

A society’s dealings with the past can no longer be easily divided into ‘‘history
proper,”’ identified with the work of professional historians, and ‘‘non-history’’ or ‘‘improper
history,”” identified with all the rest. We have seen that history constructed out of individual,
fragmentary, unreliable m:emory is one way of doing ‘improper history’". History retold or
remembered by a community “shipwrecked by history”*> has tremendous significance for the
cultural existence and assertion of that community, as shown by Sealy in his novel The
Trotter-Nama. Johan Huizinga defined history as the symbolic forming in which a society
takes account of its past.*® This ¢‘accounting for’’ takes place not only through historiography,
but also through a wide range of other activities: commemorative ceremonies, museum visits,
apologies on behalf of states, meetings of re-enactment societies, watching historical films
and reading historical fiction, family gatherings and genealogical research. The novels by
Sealy and Baldwin are just such re-enactments of the forgotten history of the Anglo-Indians
and the tragic story of the Sikhs caught up in the catastrophe of the Partition respectively.
Contrary to the individual frame of memory, these texts utilize the other form of memory
called “cultural memory”.

Cultural memory foregrounds what Paul Connerton has called ‘‘those acts of transfer

>>37 and thus opens the way for an analysis of the

that make remembering in common possible
artifacts and cultural processes through which shared memories are shaped and disseminated
in the modern age. In the case of Sealy, the cultural memory of the Anglo-Indians as narrated

in the novel The Trotter-Nama, does not display nostalgia for the glorious past or any utopian

vision. In The Trotter-Nama, Sealy presents a fabulative history of India unreliably narrated

by Lugene, the Seventh Trotter, a painter, and a chronicler of his Anglo-Indian family history,
from its founding by Justin Trottrer, also called the Great Trotter (a French mercenary soldier)
in the eighteenth century through to the present day. Significantly, Eugene paints in a mock-
Mughal style—a style in which perspective is often distorted, reflected in his role as historian.
His story (and history) is centered on the predictably-named Trotter family seat of Sans Souci

near Nakhlau (another name for Lucknow).
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His other strategy is to co-opt and appropriate, and thereby subvert a great variety of
historical texts and personalities (Major General Claude Martin, Colonel James Skinner,
Henry Louis Vivien Derozio, Sir Henry Gidney, Frank Anthony étc), and canonical fictional*

texts—both colonial/European and non-European (Kim, The Shah Nama). Through this

sustained and brilliantly intelligent co-option and subversion of texts, events and personalities
Sealy’s narrator revives the memory of both the pain of historical amnesia and also the
achievement and contributions of the community.

Warren Hastings is said to have firstused the term Anglo-Indian very early to denote
Europeans living in India. In the early 17" century Europeans of assorted origins made their
way to India. Indeed the period 1761-1819 has been described as the heyday of military
adventurism. Justin Aloysius Trotter was one such adventurer who came to India dreaming of
adventure, power and riches. These Europeans first co-habited with and later married Indian
women, often imprisoned or widowed in war, sometimes well born. Their descendents could
be found at every level of society, distinguishing themselves in war, trade and culture.

The change of attitudes, the discrimination and the ghettoising of the community by
the British came with the opening of the Suez Canal and Macaulay’s Minute on Education—
the first made possible a free flow of brides from England, and the latter created an
indigenous population capable of manning essential services in the language of the ruling
race. Early generations of Anglo-Indians, like the generation of Justin Trotter were powerful
people who enjoyed status and privileges. It is with Mik’s generation that the Anglo-Indian
identity and a racially divided society were born. Through Mik, we enter another unrecounted
history of betrayal and abandonment that the Anglo-Indians had to go through during the
colonial times. Despite his many sacrifices and loyal military service to the British colonial
mission, Mik lost his job and the rights and privileges commonly enjoyed by the Europeans.
The process of neglect and dispossession that started had to do with the fact that they were
country-born, had different skin complexion, and so they were not quite Europeans as to
enjoy the privilege accorded to pure-blooded colonialists.

Sealy intends to not only speak out but correct the abuse and wrongs done to the
Anglo-Indian community by the pure-blooded, white skinned British. He writes them into
almost all the major events of Indian history. This not only gives the Anglo-Indians a chance

to see them in new historical perspective and regain the subjectivity denied to them by the
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British. In one of the most memorable portion of the novel Sealy offers a fresh new look at the
Sepoy Mutiny of 1857 where he imaginatively writes the Trotters into the thick of the bloody
events of the Mutiny where Anglo-Indians helped the British in crushing’it. Placing the
Anglo-Indians in this crucial event history displaces the British imperial myth of the “Indian
Mutiny”. Requested by the British officer, Mik goes to crush the rebellion, which he does but
himself dies later from a bullet wound. The rest of the bloody siege of the Residency, the
bloodshed and mayhem in Nakhlau, and the ultimate crushing of the rebellion is seen from the
point of view of the Trotter family. Sealy records the valour of the Anglo-Indians and also the
bravery of the boys of the La Martiniere School which was occupied by the rebels. The Ilbert
Bill which was introduced by the British Parliament after the Rebellion evoked mixed
reactions among the Anglo-Indians and we see the heated debate among the Trotters
regarding the Bill.

We see the rise of Indian National Congress and the growing tide of nationalistic
fervour in Indian politics through the ups and downs in the lives of the Trotters and their
activities. The Trotters open branches of Congress in Nakhlau and organizes protest marches,
meetings and writes memorandum. But their efforts are ignored not only by the British but
also by many Congress leaders. Sealy duly records the service of the Anglo-Indian people to

the War effort, albeit with exaggeration and satire:

A Trotter accounted for the first zeppelin brought down in England while
another brought down the first zeppelin over France; fatal balloons, one way or
the other, seemed to run in the Trotter blood...Eight out of ten Anglo-Indian
men of fighting age left their wives and sweethearts and marched with jerky
steps... (TTN 431).

These literary re-writings of historical events and personalities with various literary modes of
representation involves both a re-visioning of the original events and a comment on the

tradition of remembrance itself.

Sealy in The Trotter-Nama also vehemently contests the idea of objectivity of history,
and affirms that historiography is always full of ideological and political affiliations. Sealy, in
the context of the betrayal of the Anglo-Indian community by both historians and the people
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in power, displays a strong suspicion of history and historians alike. It is Sealy’s suspicion of
history that makes him debunk the character of Mr. Montagu, the historian in the novel. He
portrays him in a negative light by suggesting him to be a'“reprobate” and calling him a
“Posturing Satan (TTN 369), a “Carpet bagging rogue” and a “devil” (TTN 374). He is
denounced both as a political and a moral corrupt. He is also castigated from the Trotter
family (Trotter symbolically refers to all Anglo-Indians) by being called, the “Anti-Trotter”
(TTN 376). History-writing in the novel is the province of the Anglo-Indian Montagu, whose
narrative is “the best an historian could do”, but consequently leaves out not only the fantastic
events with which the novel is concerned but also much of what makes up everyday life: “The
bequest of a school occupied him for an entire chapter, while of breakfasts and recipes he
made no mention”. Sealy implies that historiography as a genrc is complicit with the
colonising tendencies, and excludes diversity of perspectives, and speaks only the privileged
language of truth. Hayden White says that political partisanship and moral prejudice often
lead the historian to misread historical documents and archives and to distort historical truths.
He explains the role of political ideologies and bias in the construction of historical events.*®
Theobald Horatius Montagu, a Gandhian follower and the voice of the dominant majority,
commits the same folly in the text. In a humorous description Sealy reveals the irony of
Montagu’s quest as he jumbles up facts and evidence in his bid to construct a story out of a
mock ruin (TTN 377).

Shauna Singh Baldwin’s What the Body Remembers is another text that deals with

cultural memory to depict the lesser-told story of women, especially Sikh women victimized

by the horrific events of the Partition. In What the Body Remembers, Baldwin undermines

revisionist histories that underplay the horrors of 1947, and she goes on to narrativize this
holocaust through an act of memorializing. She achieves this in her representation of the
physical suffering of her female characters and of the transference of recollections between
generations. Through Roop’s enquiries, Baldwin reinscribes a fuller account of what
happened to many women in 1947. The story of What the Body Remembersis what Roop
remembers, is meant to remember, is expected to remember, and in some ways what she “re-
members” at the end of the novel by remembering Kusum and maturing into a stronger, less
ornamental woman. Remembering Kusum and all the women like her who were sacrificed

during Partition would make history more whole.
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Baldwin is keen to ensure that women’s experiences are remembered and, is
fascinated by the ways in which memories are passed from generation to generation. Using
the device of inteipreting collective history through the mirror of family relations, Baldwin
threads together private memory with collective myth, the fate of a nation and the small world
of its inhabitants. We will be discussing this text in greater detail in a later section of this
chapter.

Mieke Bal explains, the significance of cultural memory in the following werds:

Cultural memory signifies that memory can be understood as acultural
phenomenon as well as an individual or social one...We invoke the discourse
ofcultural memory to mediate or modify difficultor tabooed moments of the

past—moments that nonetheless impinge, sometimes fatally, on the present.*

All the novels under the present study deal with traumatic history. They narrativize the
devastations caused by history upon individuals and communities. In doing so they bear
testimony to the sufferings of human beings left untold by conventional historiography.

A much later novel dealing with partition, and one that has, like Ghosh’s The Shadow
Lines has utilized the tool of memory to tell the less-told story of India’s eastern part, is

Siddhartha Deb's The Point of Return. The Point of Return is a nuanced study of the historical

context of the fractured relationship between tribals and non-tribals, the reconfigurations of
post-colonial spaces in India’s Northeast, and the resultant violence, uprootedness, alienation,
and the continued memory of injustice and loss. This partly autobiographical novel of
memory depicts the rarely told history of ethnic violence in the Northeast region, and also the
unhomely condition of the Bengali immigrants displaced by the Partition. The setting is an
unnamed hill-town, presumably Shillong where Deb grew up. We see the tribulations of Dr.
Dam whose struggle to implement much-needed reforms in the civil services are thwarted by
corruption, venality and ethnic hostilities. The Dam family came to the hill-town in undivided
Assam when force out of what was to become East Pakistan after Partition, and was later to
become Bangladesh. But Dr. Dam and other displace East Bengalis cannot find a place within

the map of India.
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The story is narrated by Dam’s son Babu who has had a strained relationship with his
father and lived for years without knowing him or the turmoil and trauma that his parents had
to'go through. Their relationship and its gradual coming to terms are shaped by ties of
violence. The novel is in reverse chronological order and begins in the 1980s when as a grown
up man, Babu returns to the hill-town and begins a journey, an odyssey through his memories
in an effort to shape his own identity and find his Aome in a nation haunted by cartographic
and ethnic complexities. The reverse chronology is an approximation of the nature of
memory, and this chronology displaces the teleological linear historical narration in an
attempt to excavate the forgotten and suppressed story of a people who have forever remained
excluded from the mainstream history of the nation and are exiles in their own country. Deb’s
novel is about memory and migration. As an archaeologist excavating memories Babu’s
memorialization also deals with notions of exile, belonging, home and the crossing of

boundaries:

Perhaps this is the true return, the completion of a cycle set in motion long ago,
and if it seems lonely, maybe it is because migration is a reductive
evolutionary principle where the sprawling, oppressive family gives way to its
streamlined nuclear descendant, to be replaced finally by the individual

straining at the limits of memory.*

The act of remembering, the urge to recall and revisit whatever is lost and revisit whatever is
lost or scattered is insistent throughout the novel. Memory is Babu’s only aid in his attempt to
make sense of the past, the violence, loss, fracture, and trauma, and also his father’s quiet but
extraordinary life. Babu grapples with chaotic and incomplete memories as he tries to

reconstruct the past in his backward journey into time:
I assemble maps, photographs and words, call on memory to furnish details

that will impart some sense where I lived, something beyond a dim

comprehension of remote beauty and even more remote violence. (TPOR 160)
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Babu, in his strong reliance on memory’s power of reconstructing the past and making
sense out of chaos and randomness, resembles Amitav Ghosh’s unnamed narrator in The
Shadow Lines. The desire for a coherent @nd unified historical totality, for a reading of the
movement from past to present as a continuous line of development is, at best, an ideological
fantasy. The silences of the past, although erased, forgotten, or unspeakable, are constitutive
of history's self-present totality. These absences at the heart of presence are the hidden ground
upon which History builds its claims of objectivity and truth. In Deb’s novel, we have the
story of a people displaced by currents of history and rejected by their adopted homeland as
foreigners. The unstable narrative voice of Babu, like Ghosh’s narrator or iike Saleem,
underscores the significance and cffectiveness of memory in displacing the hegemony of
monologic official history. His narrative also makes clear the difficulties we have in accessing
our past, with our memories invariably a curious mix of subjective and objective viewpoints,
formed from within and without, and memory being so often overlapped with the act of

forgetting:

Memory is also about what you decide to remember, so that you can make
sense of what has been irrevocably lost. That was the only way the past could
be recovered, in the writing of stories in different voices, sometimes across the
distances of the third person, sometimes through the eyes of the boy who lived
here. Change a name there, add a street, put in the rain, as if by doing this there
was something that could be reached, a way for the waste to be negated...it is
not that the stories are lies, any more so than this final section. Each group has
its own truth, but there is no way of putting them together to form a complete
picture. (TPOR 191-92)

What is clear from the above discussion is that these novelists, making use of
fragmentary accounts of memory create narratives that put forth an alternative historical
paradigm, and this paradigm starkly contests and resists Hegelian formulations of the
relationship between past and present. Conventional ideas of history, under the heavy and
continuing influence of Hegel, still believes it to be a linear movement, through erasure,

toward an already predetermined meaning. But against this totalized notion of history,

71



postcolonial writers like Ghosh, Rushdie, Sealy and Deb attempts to chart out another road of
accessing the past. The events and voices lurking on the margins of historical discourse
function as specters in the historical text and cuitural unconscious. To create narratives, like
Rushdie, Ghosh, Sealy and Deb, according to the dynamics of memory, is to resist the linear,
causal relationship of events. A narrative of memory contests the conviction that the past can

be pinned down and acknowledges the ambiguity of the past.

IL.

While memorializing history, individually or collectively, is one way of re-imagining
the past and to subvert the claim of certainty of official, dominant discourse, another common
and nowerful means is the mythico-allegorical paradigm which is commonly used by these
writers. In the west, as Peter Heehs argues, “myth and history are often considered antithetical
modes of explanation...Since the Greeks, logos (word as demonstrable truth) has been
opposed to mythos (word as authoritative pronouncement)...The general trend of post-
Enlightenment historiography has been the eradication of myths from the record of “what
really happened”.”' Ashish Nandy speaks of people who has remained outside “history”, that
is, people who “live with a past different from that constructed by historians and historical
consciousness” and “even have a different way of arriving at that past”.*

These so called “ahistorical” people and cultures have lived with open-ended concepts
of the past or depended on myths, legends, and epics to define their cultural selves. But the
dominance of Western idea of rational, objective history, with its scientific principle and in
tandem with nineteenth century theories of progress, modernity, and the importance of the
nation-state, has written this other view of history of the “ahistorical” cultures out of

reckoning as mere ignorance and downright uncivilized. Nandy cogently argues:

This dominance has also been strengthened by the absence of any radical
critique of the idea of history within the modern world and for that matter,

within the discipline of history itself.*’
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In India, there is an old cultural tradition that does not distinguish between history and
mythology but blends them together. Partha Chatterjee points out that as late as in the early
nineteenth century Bengali histories “Myth, history, and the contemporary—all become part
of the same chronological sequence; one is not distinguished from another; the passage from
one to another, consequently, is entirely unproblematical”.** Myth was also an integral part of
20" century Gandhian view, and the tradition of myth remained very much alive, in oral
tradition as well as in some Indian literature.

History, memory and myth are thus intertwined in various ways, and the
problematization of the links is a fruitful contribution to pastcolonial studies. Today, there is a
growing urgency about rediscovering the “repressed historical self” of the ahistorical
societies, not only by the historians but also in the works of postcolonial fiction. We find
mythopoeia, epic and mythic interpretations of history and employment of oral traditions,

legends and mythological ideas in Tharoor’s The Great Indian Novel and Vikram Chandra’s

Red Earth and Pouring Rain. The revisionist historiography in these texts with their blend of

Indian mythology and history lends these novels formidable counter-discursive character.
They offer their own versions and understanding of Indian history, and problematize historical
discourse and knowledge through such mythic, allegorical and oral design. Crucial to this
conception of itihasa or mythic history is that it powerfully brings in an ethical dimension
through myths to our understanding of the present without separating the present from the

remembered past.

Shashi Tharoor’s The Great Indian Novelretells the postcolonial history of India in an

allegorical format in which the story of the great Indian epic Mahabharata provides the basic
structure of narrative. Bill Ashcroft points out that this subversive interpolation of the story of
the Mahabharata upon the story of Indian history, “not only provides a reconceptualization of
events in the context of a dense mythology but also serves to disrupt the discourse of history
itself, projecting it into the future. We can think of it as the overlaying of an allegorical
cultural map upon the narrative of official history to effectively ‘reshape’ it”.*® Tharoor has
himself made some revealing comments on his project of revisioning history. He says: “I am a
student of history and [ am...concerned with the recording of history... My work

is...conscious about the various ways that history can be told and recorded”.*’
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On another occasion Tharoor states that the novel is “an attempt to retell the political
history of 20" century India through a fictional recasting of events, episodes and characters
from the Mahabharata.*® Tharoor’s adoption of the ¢pic for retelling the story of modern day
India was most appropriate. The Mahabharata is regarded as not only having deep historical
value, but it also has a perennial contemporaneity, which has accounted for its popularity and
relevance in every age. Rustom Barucha points out: “The Mahabharata is not merely a great
narrative poem; it is our itihasa, the fundamental source of knowledge for our literature,
dance, painting, sculpture, theology, statecraft, sociology, ecology—in short, our history in all
its detail and density”.*” The Mahabharata does not have a fixed text, and it has gone through
numerous retellings and revisions in different Indian languages. The flexibility of the epic
model makes it suitable for any reconstruction of history.

In an interview he made his statement of purpose very clearly:

[The Mahabharata] struck me as a work ¢f such contemporary resonance, it
helped crystallize my own inchoate ideas about issues. I wanted a vehicle to
transmit some of my political and historical interests in the evolution of

modern India. I saw the recasting of the Mahabharata as a perfect vehicle for

the two Indias.*®

Tharoor's fascinating combination of history, mythology, and politics thus remains
close to an indigenous living tradition.While the Western civilizing mission made the
colonized absorb its values, as well as views of history, Tharoor makes the Western reader see
things and read history from an essential Indian point of view. Bill Ashcroft elaborates on this

process of reversal in the following lines:

The Great Indian Novel demonstrates not only the process of the postcolonial

interpolation of history but the kind of ‘resistance’ which can be achieved by
an interpolation of the category ‘literature’ itself. What we find is not a simple
reversal of history; at one level the narrative of history is left untouched. But

the layering of the transparency of Indian cosmology, values, assumptions,
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world view upon that history via theMahabharata enacts the civilizing mission

. 1
in reverse”.’

Tharoor's “restructuration” of pre and post-Independence Indian history according to
the mythological framework of the Mahabharata, is a counter-hegemonic strategy where he
adapts a compelling and popular Indian epic so that he may “negate the prior European
negation of [his] culture and adopt and creative(ly) modif(y)...western languages and artistic
forms in conjunction with indigenous languages and forms”.*?

But perhaps the most significant manner in which Tharoor parts company with
traditional histories of India is his recognition of the difficulty of translating past events into
an “objective" narrative. As opposed to the traditional/Western and Positivist historiography,
and of fictive historical realism, Tharoor’s novel questions the very obiectivity of historical
writing, by foregrounding the act of recording and narrativizing history. This is done through
the ponderings of the main narrator V.V., whose open admission of the purely subjective
nature of his account implies that all accounts of history are subjective, that “...there are only
truths in the plural, and never one truth; and there is rarely falseness per se, just other

truths”.*® This is what V. V. means when he says:

It is my truth, Ganapathi, just as the crusade to drive out the British reflected
Gangaji’s truth, and the fight to be rid of both the British and the Hindu was
Karna’s truth. Which philosopher would dare to establish a hierarchy among
such varieties? Question, Ganapathi. Is it permissible to modify truth with a
possessive pronoun? Question Two and Three. How much may one select,
interpret and arrange facts of the living past before truth is jeopardized by

inaccuracy? (TGIN 164)

By extension, Tharoor underlines the impossibility of any totalizing, absolute or conclusive
account of Indian history. Like Rushdie before him, Tharoor believes that to understand the
history of India, we have to read through numerous fragments and millions of stories, each

narrated in different ways.
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Tharoor/ Vyas implies that there is no such thing as a true, objective account of any

period of history; all one has are biases and distortions:

Every tale 1 have told you, every perception I have conveyed, there are a
hundred equally valid alternatives 1 have omitted and of which you are
unaware. | make no apologies for this. This is my story of the India I know,
with its biases, selections, omissions, distortions, all mine. But you cannct
derive your cosmogony from a single birth, Ganapathi. Every Indian must for
ever carry with him, in his own head and heart, his own history of India.
(TGIN373)

The historiographic position of V.V. is similar to the ideas of scholars like Hayden
White in that he also emphasizes the role of rhetoric in historical narratives. V. V. understands
that all historical accounts are selective and fragmentary because the historians build up a
particuiar account out of an infinite number of stories. Any attempt to describe historical
events always includes ordering and arranging certain narrative strategies, which then aid in

fulfilling the historian's intentions.

There is no such thing as a single correct view of any object under study
but...many correct views, each requiting its own style of
representation... The historian operating under such a conception could thus
be one who, like the modern artist and scientist, seeks to exploit a certain
perspective on the world that does not pretend to exhaust description or

analysis.”

Like Rushdic/Saleem in Midnight's Children, Tharoor the novelist/historian is

creatively reinterpreting and re-presenting“popular” stories and selected moments of the past
and ordering history like a historian, gives shape to the unknown. V. V. calls himself a
“chronicler and a participant in the events I describe” (TGIN 163). He knows that his account
is partial and selective, but he insists on its truth-value. White states, “...the historian must

draw upon a fund of culturally provided mythoi in order to constitute the facts as figuring a
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story of a particular kind, just as he must appeal to the same fund of mythoi in the minds of his
readers to endow his account of the past with the odor of meaning or significance”.>*
Tharoor's narrator/historian is ¢onscious about artificial methods of recounting history—a

history which is always imposed and ordered:

We tend, Ganapati, to look back on history as if it were a stage play, with
scene building upon scene, our hero moving from one action to the next in his
remorseless stride to the climax. Yet life is never like that. If life were a play
the noise offstage, and for that matier the sounds of the audience, would drown
out the lines of the principal actors. That, of course, would make for a rather
poor tale; and so the recounting of history is only the order we artificially

impose upon life to permit its lessons to be more clearly understood
(TGIN101).

Tharoor/Vyas is striking at the very notion of the “sequential and teleological progress
of the civilizing mission” of imperialism and of imperial history as “a theatre played out on

the passive stage called “India”.”*® In The Great Indian Novel, Tharoor approaches history

from a different angle vis-a-vis Indian historiography or realist fiction, drawing upon Indian
myths, epic and Puranic frameworks.

Regarding Rushdie’s mythopoeia, the words of Syed Amanuddin are noteworthy:

Rushdie's interest in the socio-political aspects of these regions and cultures,
however, is primarily in terms of mythology and allegory. He attempts to
combine facts of history, biography, and autobiography with the frontiers of

fantasy.>

In Midnight's Children, we find that Saleem is trying to write “a new myth of freedom”

against the oppressive and lying myths created by the powerful ruling class and the state

apparatus. Amanuddin says, “Midnight's Children mythologizes the very consciousness of

independent India with its memories of the past, dreams of the future, and harsh realities of

the present”.’’ Saleem Sinai is a mythical figure who embodies the mythology of free India.
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Saleem’s story mythologizes a newly independent nation with its history of socio-political
struggles, thwarted secularism, unselfish and selfish leaders, class struggles, cultural and
linguistic divisions, border wars, and excesses of “the Widow” during her'Emergency reign.

Myth in Midnight’s Children is not overt as a guiding or organising principle. Its

presence in the novel is subtle, with the various narrative lines and units woven together
through metonym and gesture by links forged through mythological reference and association.
Through this narrative method Rushdie locates an alternative to the narrative of the state, an
alternative already within the society but needing to be activated. Myth in Rushdie and
Tharoor offer a counter to the monologic form of history and encodes dissent located in the
novels that are produced in the context of entrenched power formations. Historical context
then makes myth an appropriate form at specific times. This mythic strategy is most evident
in Tharoor and Rushdie’s scathing attack of Indira Gandhi and her reign of terror during the
Emergency.

In the novel, the Widow (i. e. Indira Gandhi) is presented in all her monstrosity. She
first appears in a terrifyingdream that Saleem has during a bout with fever. Her description in
this section resembles the goddess Kali who represents death and destruction. Saleem
describes her ashaving green and black hair; her “arm is long as death its skin isgreen the
fingernails are long and sharp and black”; and the “children torn in two in Widow hands
which rolling rolling halvesof children roll them into little balls” (MC249).

Saleem says that the Widow Rushdie, through his narrator Saleem, clearly indicates
howthe Widow, “was not only Prime Ministerof India but also aspired to be Devi, the Mother
goddess inher most terrible aspect, possessor of the shakti of the gods” (MC 522). By seeking
possession of the shakti, or spiritual power ofthe Divine Mother, the Widow enacts a
monumentalist strategy through which she constructs what Nietzsche describes as a deceptive
analogy that uses “seductive similarities” to inspire “foolhardiness” and “fanaticism” (MC
71). Saleem’s characterization might at first seem extreme; surely Indira Gandhi did not
conceiveof herself literally as a mother goddess. But what Saleem tries to point out is that her
swift andcruel actions during the Emergency were perceived to be analogouswith the actions
of Devi, and this was a role that Indira Gandhi did not repudiate. Being Jawaharlal Nehru’s
daughter Indira embodies the glory ofpast leadership. During the Emergency, she was deified

by many politicians, intellectuals and common people alike. In a country like India with the
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long and deeply rooted traditions of iconography, this conflation of self-image of Indira
Gandhi with mythical figures (also because of the tremendous power that she wielded) led
millions of Indians to link her with the figure of the Mother goddess. Her dictatorial excesses,
cruelty, and wanton destruction of democratic institutions reinforced the notion that the
repetitive cycle of destruction and regeneration that obtains in Hindu teaching can also be
used to explain modern political processes.

The concept of the cycle of destruction and regeneration is further utilized by Rushdie
to explain the contemporary scenario. In the novel we see that Kali and Parvati, two names for
the same goddess, are engaged in two distinct activities. Kali the Widow drains the Children
of Midnight of their hope, whereas Parvati gives birth to the next generation. Thus the cycle
of destruction and regeneration, preserved in the monumental traditions ofthe past, continues
in the present when those same traditions are called upon to justify contemporary actions.

Saleem refers to this cyclic view of history when he writes:

I remain, today, half-convinced that in that time of accelerated eventsand
diseased hours the past of India rose up to confound her present; the new-born,
secular state was being given an awesome reminder ofits fabulous antiquity, in
which democracy and votes for women were irrelevant...so that people were
seized with atavistic longings, and forgetting the new myth of freedom
reverted to their old ways, their old regionalist loyalties and prejudices (MC
294).

While the Widow vehemently imposes the tradition of cyclical monumentalism as a
bulwark against political opponents andto construct an “official” version based on “facts”
about the Emergency, Saleem is determined to write his own version, a counternarrative,
which he hopes will express the “new myth of freedom”. In this oppositional role Saleem
practises the critical mode of history. One past that he seeks to break up and dissolve is the

mythico-religious past preserved in Hindu tradition. At one point, he writes:

Think of this: history, in my version, entered a new phase on August 15th,

1947— but in another version, that inescapable date is no more than one
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fleeting instant in the Age of Darkness, Kali-Yuga, in which the cow of

mortality has been reduced to standing, teeteringly, on a single leg! (MC 233)

Thus, Saleem's critical weapon must be turned against both a religious traditionalism that
posits a repeated pattern of destruction and regeneration as well as a modern form of
governmental manipulation of the cultural and political semiotic that produces objective

“truth”.

Midnight's Children ends with the recognition that Saleem is at the end of a line.

Nehru’s promise has been drained of all possibility for him personally and perhaps even India
itself has come to the end of that particular road in its history. Saleem recognizes that the
country will have to fashion new ideals to inspire its people and move forward, but that will
have to be the task of a new generation: “New myths are needed,” he acknowledges, “but
that's none of my business” (MC 48). Christie Daniels has discussed how Rushdie debunks
the six conventional myths of nation as outlined by Anthony Smith.>® A later writer who grew

up under the shadow of Rushdie, Vikram Chandra in his Red Earth and Pouring Rain has tried

to do just that.

There is a constant interface between elite and folk cultures in Chandra and he sees
himself as a modern storyteller in the age-old Indian tradition. The influence of the non-linear
narrative of the Sanskrit epics and the storyteller figure and the presence of the great Indian
epics is obvious in his narratives. Chandra said in an interview of 1998 with the Italian critic

Silvia Albertazzi:

As [ wrote it, Red Earth and Pouring Rain seemed a novel quite remarkably out
of fashion. I mean, its form comes from the stories of the Mahabharata and
theRamayanawhich my mother and aunts used to tell me when I was small.
This type of spiralling narrative, with its juxtapositions and unexpected

. . . . 59
meetings, is an ancient Indian form”.

Chandra draws on the literary traditions and techniques of epics, myths and oral story-telling
prevalent in India throughout history and combines these with a style and methodology all his
own. What results is a product that is at once perceptibly Indian in its feel, familiarly Indian in

its style, and at the same time, embodies its own form. The non-linear narrative strategy gives
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rise to a novel that, in its entirety, is something like a “sea of stories,” reminiscent the Pancha

Tantra, a book of classical Indian stories, the well-known Arabian Nights, or the

Kathasaritsagara (Ocean of the Streams of Story). In ‘both of his published books therc is a

storyteller who tells stories to an audience, and also an audience that talks back. Red Earth

and Pouring Rain offers the reader a Chinese-box structure of stories within stories, framed

within the non-naturalistic circumstance of the displaced poet Sanjay, reincarnated as a

talking and writing white monkey telling tales of nineteenth-century India. Love and Longing

in Bombay is structured as a sequence of stories narrated in a city bar, the “Fisherman's Rest”,
to an audience of regulars by a retired civil servant named Subramaniam. In both books, a
crucial keyword is “Listen”, and, indeed, the storytelling motif is written into the fabric of
Chandra's texts.

Tell a story”, declares the man-monkey Sanjay at the very end of Red Earth and

Pouring Rain (REPN616); and, indeed, the whole novel consists of a series of interlinked and

interlocking stories stretching across continents and centuries. On the very last page of Red

Earth and Pouring Rain, Abhay declares that the story-telling cannot and must not stop, it

must begin again:

I will tell you a story that will grow like a lotus vine, that will twist in on itself
and expand ceaselessly, till all of you are a part of it, and the gods come to
listen, till we are all talking in a musical hubbub that contains the past, every

moment of the present, and all the future (REPN 617).

The narratives propel the reader backwards and forwards between the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries (India and England) and the contemporary world (India and the US).
Fiction intermingles with history and myth: the narrative incorporates divine personages from
the Hindu pantheon and actual historical figures and events.Gods play pivotal roles in the
novel, particularly Hanuman.

The story of Red Earth and Pouring Rain revolves around the fate of Sanjay,

reincarnated as a monkey that Abhay shoots for stealing his new jeans from the washing line.
When Yama, god of death, enters the story to claim the dying monkey, Ganesh intervenes
with a deal. If Sanjay can tell his story and keep everyone entertained, he will be saved. What

follows is a reworking of history and myth. His story begins in the period when mercenaries
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and princes, along with the East India Company, were fighting over the remains of the
Mughal Empire. Chandra’s fictional characters mix not only with gods but also historical
figures like Benoit de Boigne (1751-1830), from what is now the French territory of Savoie, -
the German Walter Reinhardt (1720-1778) and the Irishman George Thomas (1756-1802).
One of the main characters, Sikander, is based directly on a historical figure from the
nineteenth century. Chandra explains to Albertazzi: “At Columbia University in New York, in
the library, I found a translation of the autobiography of Colonel [Sikander] Skinner, which

was what made me write Red Earth and Pouring Rain.*® More specifically the novel

chronicles aspects of Indian history from about 1750 through 1900, the time period during
which the British Raj rose and eventually conquered India, transforming what Indians had
believed were missionaries and businessmen into colonizers. Key related events that are re-
told here include the fall of the Mughal Empire and the mutiny of 1857. In these segments,
Sanjay tells the stories of his past lives, and in so doing, reveals tales of actual warriors and
princesses and of fantastic events. In these fictional re-tellings, readers meet with stories of
bravery, romance and miracles, as well as the story of the colonization of South Asia by the
Raj.

The narrative leaps to late 20™ century as Sanjay makes way for the youthful Abhay
who recounts his experiences in America, where he has attended college. Abhay’s story is
about the clash of cultures and the psychological and social dislocation that results from
migration. These accounts are not historical in content, but they are heavily symbolic,
containing a representational interplay with Sanjay’s historical narratives. For example, the
British Raj materializes in a contemporary Americanized form, re-appearing in Abhay’s
narratives as the father of Abhay’s American girlfriend, Amanda. Abhay’s role as a story
teller and his story fulfils significant purposes. Mee points out that the insertion of Abhay’s
story of cultural clashes of the 20™ century along with the epic history of India’s past saves

Chandra from simply producing

...an exoticised spectacle of otherness for a Western readership. Abhay, the
foreign-returned student, has to step into the gap created when Sanjay is too
exhausted to continue by telling a tale of his scholarship days in America, ‘the

crucible in which the world's most weightless and alluring myths are
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perfected’. The crowd that gathers to listen remains as fascinated by this tale
drawn from an entirely different mythology, a road movie which takes them
across desert skies and into the big city of Houston, as by Sanjay's slory of

fantastic deeds from India's past”.®’

Red Earth and Pouring Rain is a novel that presents the story of nomadic lives and

hybrid selves and identity. It is a novel that is built upon tropes like travelling, exploration,

and performance. To represent a “hybrid, traveling version of Indianness”®

Chardra uses a
similarly hybrid form: he combines the Western novel, centered on a plot outlined by the
frame narrative and the traditional Indian storytelling dialogue between an oral storyteller and
his audience.

History in the novel becomes “The Big Indian Lie”, but Chandra warns that Itihasa is
no less important or true than the Western mode of narratives which is objective, scientific,
and rational. Chandra emphasizes the ancient Indian mode of Itihasa, where the mythic,
fantastic and the factual can converge. The entire novel is structured around the idea of

reincarnation, an idea completely alien to Markline’s “scientific principle”. What Chandra

does do, like Sealy in The Trotter-Nama, is to explicitly differentiate his method from a

Western tradition identified in terms of an Aristotelian desire for straight lines and defining
essences. Western modernity is in this way reproduced not as the privileged sphere of truth
and reason, but as the site of another mythology which is just as enticing as India’s own-
perspective.

Towards the end of the novel, Abhay decides to return to India for good. This makes it
clear that he is not allured by the myth of the West as the sphere of Enlightenment with all its
qualities of modernity, progressiveness and rationality. His decision contradicts Markline’s
belief that the introduction of scientific principles into India will set in train a pattern of
historical necessity that leads from Eastern darkness to Western enlightenment. The
paradigmatic, resonant and symbolic quality of myths means that they cannot be easily
contained and condensed, hence they encode resistance to the hegemonic drives found in the
narratives of the colonizer/state. Sanjay ruptures the idea of fixity and rational science in his

immortal self. His transmigratory body and self built around the idea of the Hindu
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mythological idea of reincarnation resists the colonial or any hegemonic drive for

containment.

" As such, Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring Rainholds rank as a thoughtful political

critique which reasserts the mythical, legendary, epic, open-ended modes of historiographic
narration of the so called “ahistorical people”. Myth, fantasy and magical narratives
necessarily perform an act of dissent in these novels by “displaying an alternative method of
societal organisation and narrative construction. This organisation involves the paradigmatic
dissenting nature of myth; myth as paradigm cuts across the syntagmatic narrative of the

state”.%

[1I.

As can be seen from the narrativization of history in these novels, these writers
underline the role of imagination and narrative structures in the description of historical
reality. History, then, is rewritten or re-imagined not only because of changes at the collective
level in every generation, but also because of the realization that it is open to ‘‘other’
histories voiced by ‘‘other’” entities with fluid identities. It is at this point that an alliance is
forged between history and literature, with particular emphasis on both the literary dimension
of a social experiénce and the social dimension of a literary experience. As Vishnupriya
Sengupta points out “Re-presenting the past in fiction or in history denotes opening it up to
the present, to prevent it from being conclusive and teleological; both the genres appear to be
equally intertextual, deploying the texts of the past within their own complex textuality and
suggest that truths exist only in the plural, that there can never be one truth”.** It is now
widely acknowledged that the demarcation between history and fiction gets blurred as both
historians and fiction writers show an awareness of their assumptions and repressions,
opening the historiographical paradigm of reality and representation to critical insights that
transform attitudes to past events. In the context of Indian writing in English, this
narrativization of history not only utilizes different paradigms like memory and myth, but also

different forms like historiographic metafiction in magic realist form to downright realist
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ones. In this section, we are going to look at the formal structures of these texts that
narrativize history.

In postcolonial studies, magic realist téxts are privileged over traditional texts. It is
often emphasized that magic-realist texts are better equipped to resist and contest ideological

hegemony by dint of their subversive potentials. In her book, Magical Realism and The

Fantastic, Amaryll Chanady explains that magic realism is characterised by two conflicting
but autonomously coherent perspectives, one based on an “enlightened” and rational view of
reality and the other based on the acceptance of the supernatural as part of the everyday
world.®> Magic realism in literature implies the co-existence of the magic and the real. It is
distinguished fron the fantastic narratives in that while a narrator of the fantastic dispenses
with the laws of logic and the physical world and recounts an action which may be absurd or
supernatural, a narrator of magic realism accepts most or all of the realistic conventions of
fiction but introduces “something else,” something which is not realistic, into the text. These
elements are not highlighted for shock value, but are woven in seamlessly. Despite the
presence of fantastic events, however, it is always linked with the “real” world, grounded in
recognisable reality through social, historical and political references.

Magic realism has a special significance for postcolonial discursive practices. Magic
realism has been described as “writing that works both within and against the aesthetics of
realism,” and postcolonial writing, it can be suggested, is writing that works both within and
against the effects of colonialism.*® Magic realism contests the restrictions of colonial space
by making problematic any notion of a single unified world-view or reality, thereby allowing
us to explore and experience other dimensions of reality of which we are not normally aware.
According to Stephen Slemon, magic realism’s strength is that it encodes “a concept of
resistance to the massive imperial centre and its totalizing systems,” and further, that the
deployment of magic realism in literature can “signify resistance to central assimilation by
more stable generic systems”.%” In opposition to straight-forward, rational and controlled
order which is the dominant style of imperialism, magic realism mixes fantasy and reality,
fact and myth, while resisting classical expectations of closure and unity.

“The formal technique of ‘magic realism,” Linda Hutcheon writes “has been singled
out by many critics as one of the points of conjunction of post-modernism and post-

colonialism”. ®® Her tracing the origins of magic realism as a literary style to Latin America
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and Third World countries is accompanied by a definition of a post-modern text as signifying
a change from “modernism’s ahistorical burden of the past”; it is a text that “self-consciously
reconstruct[s] its relationship to what came before”. She further r:otes that the post-modern is
linked by magic realism to “post-colonial literatures [which] are also negotiating...the same
tyrannical weight of colonial history in conjunction with the past”.®’

Among the writers selected for this study, Salman Rushdie, Shashi Tharoor, Vikram
Chandra and I. Allan Sealy abundantly use magic-realist and other elements from the tradition

of postmodern metafictional texts. Rushdie’s Midnight’s Childrenis the prime example of a

postmodern historiographic metafiction (as defined by Linda Hutcheon) that employs magic-
realist elements like fantasy, parody and intertextuality. Rushdie as a novelist refuses to
accept the magical/real dichotomy. In an interview with Fernando Galvan he point to the
fundamental difference between reality in the East from the reality in the West(though he
carefully avoids the term “magical realism”or to abstains from elaborating on a magical
difference between both realities) and says that “in a society where most people believe in
God [...]the miraculous is accepted at the same level as, for instance, the political”.” In his
fictional writing the magical and the everyday coexist on the page as the same kind of event.
By so doing he ‘is implicitly taking both kinds of events as naturally coexistent in the
discourse he is representing.

Midnight's Children employs the narrative framework consists of a tale in which

Saleem Sinai recounts his life-story to his wife-to-be Padma. In this highly self-referential
narrative Saleem draws on the indigenous Indian oral narratives, particularly the similarly

orally recounted Arabian Nights. The events in Rushdie's text also parallel the magical nature

of the narratives recounted in the Arabian Nights. Rushdie's principle use of magic realism in

the text involves the telepathic abilities of Saleem and the other thousand and one children
born at the stroke of midnight on August 15th 1947 (the date of Indian independence),
abilities that enable them to communicate with cach other and in Salecm's case, to read the
minds of those around him. The midnight children are a magic realist device emphasising the
continued struggle to come to terms with identity within the polarities of the post-colonial.
They are, by virtue of their midnight birth reflect the essence of the historical time in which

they are born. The reality in Midnight’s Children makes itself discernible through the heavy

lens of the fantastic. Other instances of magical events include, for instance, the attempt to
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electrocute Saleem at the latrine (MC 353), or his journey in the “basket of invisibility” (MC
383)).

In Midnight's Children, the narrative comprises and comprésses Indian cultural
history. “Once upon a time,” Saleem muses, “there were Radha and Krisna, and Rama and
Sita, and Laila and Majnu; also (because we are not affected by the West) Romeo and Juliet,
and Spencer Tracy and Katherine Hepburn” (MC 259). At this point Hutcheon's post-modern
perspective can be discerned: characters from Indian cultural history are chronologically
intertwined with characters from Western culture, and the devices that they signify—Indian
culture, religion and storytelling, Western drama and cinema—are presented in Rushdie's text
with post-colonial Indian history to examine both the effect of these indigenous and non-
indigenous cultures on the Indian mind and in the light of Indian Independence. Magic
realism, thus, helps Rushdie to interweave traditional Indian culture to the contemporary
multicultural ethos.

The exiraordinary events of modern Indian history are related while at the same time
examining the acts of writing, language, of memory, storytelling, and the forging of identity,
both personal and national. These issues are foregrounded mostly in the mode of
historiographic metaficton. The narrative switches disconcertingly and self-consciously
between Saleem’s story (then) and its creation (now). The narrative is addressed to Padma
who participates as an interlocuteress by asking questions, displaying impatience with
Saleem’s digressions, encouraging and admonishing him. In response to her constant
questionings, Saleem explains and clarifies his art of writing to her, even while writing his
account. Thus Rushdie underlines the relationship between the writer and reader of any
narrative.”' He draws attention to its artifice, and destroys the illusion of the “reality” of the
novel as it is conventionally understood.

The self-consciousness that we see in Rushdie’s invitation to the reader for creative
participation is further extended to Saleem Sinai’s growing distrust on his own narration. As
the novel progresses, Sinai starts to question his narrative, and to warn his reader/hearer about
the unreliability of his memory, and of his ultimate uncertainty regarding his place in the
scheme of things. He is worried about the fact that he might have distorted the entire history
of his time in his desperate need for meaning. Saleem realizes that he has committed many

mistakes due to his breakneck speed of writing. Therefore, he pleads for their revision, but to
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his frustration, he finds this task of revising too exasperating and time-consuming. Precisely
because of this he writes about it with the same mixture of humility and arrogance, as he did

"with respect to the unreliability of a historian:

The process of revision should be constant and endless; don’t think I am
satisfied with what I have done... Sometimes... Saleem appears to have known
too little; at other times, too much...yes, 1 should revise and revise, improve
and improve; but there is neither time nor energy. I am obliged to offer no
more than this stubborn sentence: it happened that way because that’s how it
happened. (MC 443)

At one time, he finds out that he had made a mistake about Mahatma Gandhi’s death. It meant
that if he revised it, he would have to produce an entirely new rendering of things. Instead, he
chose not to correct it to emphasize the uniqueness of his historical account: “in my India,
Gandhi will continue to die at the wrong time” (MC 164). This is a metaphoric way of
suggesting that the uriqueness of all accounts lies in their novelty of presentation or
interpretation. In this regard Rushdie made some significanr remarks by saying that the
unreliable narration on the part of Saleem is one way of attempting to read the world that we
do in our everyday lives.”

Though Saleem is rejecting the idea of the absolute truth and is opposed to the idea of
objectivity in historical writing, he is not opposed to meaning. He still believes that some
meaning is possible—but he is determined to make meaning on his own terms and he is not
prepared to let others dictate truth and meaning for him. He frequently voices anxiety
concerning the solipsism of arriving at an understanding of the individual’s role in history,
especially when that history is unsettlingly permeated by what can only be understood as
magic.

There is a general linear trajectory, but events later in the novel appear as throwaway
asides in the early part of the novel, coincidences and correspondences are foregrounded,
characters appear before their time, and scenes are chopped up and described in parallel.
Magic and realism balance each other perfectly throughout. Sinai/Rushdie is as much as
theorist of magic realism as a practitioner. A characteristic device is to describe objects as

though they were people, and people as though they were objects: Dr Narlikar, the physician
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who delivers Saleem Sinai into the world, glows in the dark like a phosphorescent object,
while the chutneys his ayah makes are full of the emotions and disappointed hopes of human
beings.

The presence of fantasy, self-reflexive narrator and parody are also used by Vikram

Chandra, Shashi Tharoor and I. Allan Sealy. Tharoor’s narrator in The Great Indian Novel,

Ved Vyas and Sealy’s narrator in The Trotter-Nama are highly self-reflexive ones who

involves the reader/listener in their acts of narration and questions and scrutinizes their own

narration. In Vikram Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring Rain, there is a blending of fantasy
and the real as characters from Indian mythology and real people of present tire interact with
each other.

In the post-modern literary tradition, an absence of universal truth replaces prior
notions of one absolute truth, in terms of history as well as such notions as identity and
society. Just as postmodernism dismantles the concept of absolute truth, Linda Hutcheon’s
concept of the“narcissistic narrative” exemplifies the postmodern undermining of prior
traditions: “The originsof tne self-reflecting structure that governs many modern novels might
well lie in that parodic intent basic to the genre as it began in Don Quijote, an intent to
unmask dead conventions bychallenging, by mirroring”.” Narcissistic narrative exhibits a
narratorial awareness thatinvites the reader to participate in stripping prior conventions and
traditions. Hutcheon argues that “What narcissistic narrative does do in flaunting, in baring its
fictional and linguistic systems to the reader’s view, is to transform the process of making, of
poiesis, into part of theshared pleasure of reading. [...] it is the human imaginative process
that is explicitly called intoaction, in both the author and the reader”.”® Those novels that
exhibit characteristics of narcissistic narrative emphasize the creative process and do so with

an awareness of that process, breaking down old conventions and proposing replacements for

those conventions. Novels like Midnight’s Children, The Great Indian Novel, and The

Trotter-Nama clearly belong to this kind of writing.

Rushdie, Tharoor, Sealy and Chandra are lauded by Western critics for their
historiographic metafictional writings. It is argued that postmodern techniques are best
equipped to disrupt and contest the “master narrative” of history. According to Hutcheon,
“traditional narrative models—both historiographical and fictional—that are based on

European models of continuous chronology and cause-and-effect relations are utterly
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inadequate to the task of narrating the history of the New World”.”> And this enables the
novelists to present the necessarily fragmentary and fragmented histories of India in their
novels. This representation saves the danger of shallow homogenization of history. As
Hutcheon emphasizes, postmodernism has problematised history and raised issues such as
those of narrative form, of intertextuality, of strategies of representation, of the role of
language, of the relation between historical fact and experiential event, and, in general, of the
epistemological and ontological consequences of the act of rendering problematic what was
once taken for granted by historiography and literature.”

The art of Sealy’s fabulation lies in his utilization of the traditional nama form in place
of traditional historiographic style. Sealy seems to suggests that it is only through such a
highly embellished, picaresque, fabulative, intertextual, constantly digressive form of history
as opposed to official rigid historiography that the “invisible” body of the Anglo-Indians can
be made visible and re-written into the national imaginary. The appropriation of the
traditional “Nama” form is definitely part of Sealy’s attempt to unseat historiography and to
displace the genres of the colonized with those of the colonized.

Sealy's appropriation of the old Indianized form of the “nama” is an attempt to unseat
historiography and to displace the genres of the coloniser with those of the colonised. To
unravel the irony and distortions and political complicity of Montagu’s historiographic
agenda, Sealy appoints Eugene (the seventh Trotter) as the official chronicler of the Anglo-
Indian story who “does not speak the privileged language of truth. What he says is continually
interrogated, interrupted and undermined in ways that could be thought of as an attempt to
write a kind of newly postcolonial history”.”” Eugene’s chronicle is free from the constraints
and colonizing tendencies that European historiography is guilty of as embodied by Montagu.
The inclusive narrative method of the “nama” or the chronicle form offers to the reader
history novelised in the sense that it is open to the diversity of perspectives and languages
circulating in the world. The following passage in which Eugene contrasts his method with
that of “history” proper, display Sealy’s debunking of the kind of historiography of the
powerful which have put the Anglo-Indians only a minor and marginalized status in national

history:

... Who first brought care to Sans Souci?
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The Devil did.

His principal name?
"The ANTI-TROTTER

His other names?

Theobald Horatius Montagu.

What was the state of Sans Souci before he came?
A state of bliss.

And after?

A state of desolation.

The foul substance is called what?
The foul substance is called History.
And its opposite?

Is the Chronicle.

Which may be illustrated?
Profusely.

Is colourful?

In the extreme... (TTN375-376).

There are three categories of historical representations noted by Hayden White in

TheContent of the Form: the annals (comprising of the date and the event); the chronicle

(consisting of a sketchy narrative form); and the narrative history (which analyses historical
events from all aspects).”® Sealy prefers the chronicle form for his narration as it is free from
the suspicions of history. He also reprieves himself in apprehension from the accusation
which might question his historical narrative by confessing that, “...the chronicle (not history)
of the Trotters [is] set out by the seventh Trotter” (TTN 7).

One of the most important elements of postmodern fiction employed by Sealy in this
novel is intertextuality. In his attempt to recover the history of the Anglo-Indians, Sealy
reverts to history by way of re-visiting or re-writing canonical texts. According to Astrid Erll
and Ann Rigney, “‘remembering the past’ is also a matter of recollecting earlier texts and

rewriting earlier stories”.”” They point out the ways in which “cultural memory” and literature
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interact with each other. They say that “literature establishes a ‘memory of its own’ in the
form of intertextual relations that give new cultural life to old texts. A significant part of
literary production consists of the rewriting of canonical texts and, more generally, of earlier
cultural narratives such as folk tales and myths”.*® In Sealy’s novel we see exactly such a
mode of remembrance in his critical contestation with canonical/imperial texts and writers
like Kipling and his novel Kim and other colonial narratives which showed an utter contempt
for this hybrid community called the Anglo-Indians. Resistance to colonial insult is achieved
by Sealy in his huge subversion of Kipling’s Raj novel Kim. Kipling’s Kim contemptuously
dismisses the hybrid community of the Anglo-Indians by refusing to follow through on their
pedigree. In the novel, Kipling dismisses these half-Europeans as low-caste and says that one
should not waste time and energy in following their pedigree. On the contrary, Sealy, with a
dazzlingly subversive and subalternist move sets out to recuperate the maligned and forgotten

history of the community by following through on their pedigree:

“A strange monadic people,” Peter Jonquil went on.

“Nomadic?”

“Monadic. They live in a kind of bubble—or many bubbles. They speak a kind
of English..... They fantasize about the past. They improvise grand pedigrees.
It’s like a Raj novel gone wrong... (TTN560).

The Raj novel referred to by Sealy is Kim by Rudyard Kipling.

The Trotter-Nama is a huge subversion of the colonial text Kim by Rudyard Kipling.

Kim, the protagonist of Kipling’s novel becomes Mik (short for Michael, General Mik
Trotter) in Sealy’s hands. Kim has a strong aversion for military life, drilling and routine of
regimentation: “I will not be a soldier!” Kim states with determination. But in The Trotter-
Nama, his alter-ego Mik is not only turned into a soldier by Sealy, but one who is passionate
about war, and achieves the status of a legendary soldier. Sealy maintains a regular and

particular conversation with Kipling throughout The Trotter-Nama. Sealy’s achievement is his

ability to encompass all this and more as the inevitabilities of history, the intractable

dimensions of life:
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I wish to shew how History is made. Understand first, good adept, that there
are no sides to it. Front and back there be, certainly, which the vulgar call past
and future (the one with buttons and the other not), and also top and bottom,
which some call class (the one with epaulettes, the other not). But sides, no. No
circumventing it, sharp adept: the fabric extends endlessly, defying the lateral
cut (TTN 343).

Mukul Kesavan’s novel Looking Through Glass is a fascinating novel as it lies in the

interstices of magical-realism and realism. Kesavan’s novel denounces Rankean objectivity of
history by taking recourse to the counterfactual mode of writing in delineating an important
period of Indian history—the last few years of Freedom Movement leading up to the Partition
and independence. While academic historiography still swear by the ideas of scientific
objectivity as propounded by the German historian and thinker Ranke, Kesavan reveals that
the volatile history of Indian Freedom Movement, the promise of a utopian nation, and the
failure of the nationalist vision can be better depicted by asking a question like “what if”’, and
by going backwards to find the answer and see what India would and could have been if
“this” had happened or “that” had or had not happened.

Mukul Kesavan’s Looking Through Glass questions the hegemonic aspects and

reliability of official history, and examines “the various other versions and elements of human
agency that have been left out of official accounts” of the struggle for independence.®’ The
textuality of history is exposed by Kesavan by various means in the novel. His novel is a
skilful blend of the realism and magical-realism and it challenges traditional ways of
historiography. Kesavan abandons the objectivity of history and offers a concoction of
anticipation and retrospection of a troubled period of Indian history and this concocted
version counters the given or forced version of history. The past is seen through the eyes of
the protagonist who has arrived at the past and this past has become his immediate present.
Throughout the narrative he keeps comparing his immediate present with his actual present
time. Thus historical events as he learn from textbooks are constantly being revised by his

experiences during his exile to the past.
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In its partial reliance on the techniques of historiographic metaficton, Looking
Through Glass makes use of divergent narratives which are treated simultaneously by the
narrator as he, unwillingly and helplessly, lives through history with his acquired knowledge
of past and anticipated future. He is deeply immersed in the vortex of history of the past and
witnesses historical events like the 1942 rebellion, the arrival of Wavell as the Viceroy of

India, and the Partition and its effects in Delhi. But, unlike Saleem in Midnight's Children

Kesavan’s protagonist does not play direct instrumental role in the historical events. He
remains, for most of the time, a passive witness, not self-reflexive, and he hopes to emerge
out of the time-warp, to “return to the present unchanged by its past”® (LTG 15). He also
believes that “in gigantic surge of history, the tiny splash I made would pass unnoticed” (LTG
16). He observes with detachment, “Not everything that happened in the past was history”
(LTG 16).

The last line points to the fact that the history which historians would offer for us is
created out of a process of selection and manipulation. Historians decide which events would
go in to the making of a particular version of history. Kesavan is himself a historian by
profession and he is very much aware of the ideological and philosophical issues involving
the act of writing history. The narrator in the novel accumuiates different versions of history
through the people around him; first through Dadi and then through Haasan, Ammi, Chaubey,
Parwana and Masroor in turns. Pramod Nayar says, “This shadowy assimilation becomes a
method to prevent concretizing any knowledge of the past”.®> The multivocal narrative
dismantles the totalizing impulses of official history.

History becomes vulnerable in the hands of the narrator as he goes on placing his own

versions of events, changing and revising his version to suit the occasion:

It made me feel omniscient: 1 feel like a historian brought up face to face with

some lost cause, some extinct line that he had chronicled (LTG 52).
Here we see the foregrounding of the artifice of the creative process.

And again:
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I don’t know if they swallowed this revised version... But there wasn’t much
more I could do. I had told them the truth at teatime and taught them doubt at

dinner; no professional histcrian could have done niore (LTG 52).

It is through such suspicion of received historiography and interrogating of official,
nationalistic claims that Kesavan goes on to tackle the issue of Muslim minority and their
place, contribution, and predicament during the volatile years of Freedom Movement and the
Partition. One of the most notable instance of magical happenings in the novel is the
disappearance or invisibility of Muslim nationalists.

But it must be noted that magic-realism or postmodein techniques are not the only
means to resist dominant discourse. This study argues for the novel’s capacity to act as a
space for these sorts of negotiations irrespective of the generic niche occupied by a given
novel. It has repeatedly been contended that magical realism offers privileged access to non-
Western cultures as compared with other forms of prose narrative. If, as Bakhtin maintains,
the novel is an inherently dialogical form, then neither recourse to myth nor the use of a
particular idiom is necessary for the creation of a polyglot text. As such, there is no reason to

assume that realist narrative is necessarily hegemonic and incapable of incorporating diverse

perspectives. Realist texts like Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey and Nayantara
Sahgal’s Rich Like Us show powerful subversive potential and they disturb objective, official
history in effective manner.

While Rushdie employs fantasy and satire and Tharoor adopts mythological situations
and characters in depicting the Indian scene under the authoritarian regime of Mrs. Gandhi,
Nayantara Sahgal’s Rich Like Us gives us the only realistic depiction in Indian English fiction
of the National Emergency. As O. P. Mathur says: “It is in Nayantara Sahgal's Rich Like Us,
however, that the realities of this brief nightmarish period have been translated into human
terms without any of their repulsiveness being lost. In this novel we find an intermingling of
the individual and contemporary politics and how the suffocating political environment bears
down upon the lives of a few sensitive people”.®!

Through her novels, Nayantara Sahgal writes her own project for the postcolonial life
of the subcontinent. According to Indira Gandhi’s formula one is expected to conform. In

contrast to such simple formulas as the ones defended by Indira Gandhi’s dictatorship, the
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plot of Rich like Us contains different points of view, and Sahgal constructs characters both
for and against the Emergency. Through their disagreement a rich and complex picture of the
Emergency régime is composed.

Rushdie writes the tragedy of the nation in the postmodern, magic-realist style.
Tharoor contemplates the tragedy of modern India within the framework of a cosmic comedy.
Rohinton Mistry delineates the everyday life of common men and women realistically, and in
doing so he charts the tragedy of hopes unfulfilled and ideas betrayed in postcolonial life of
the nation. Rohinton Mistry’s fiction incorporates the alternative views and voices of the
marginalized, migrant voices, and this design displays a multifarious heterogeneity that is
unsettling yet seeks to authentically represent the nervous tensions at the root of the hybrid
experiences of people living on the margins of the nation.

Using harsh. brutal realism, Mistry in Such a Long Journey and A Fine Balance

interrogates social, cultural, and political forms of oppression in postcolonial India. Laura
Moss, in a powerful essay on Mistry has demonstrated how realism is as capable of resistance
and subversion of power structures and domination as magic realism. Moss advances the
important argument that postcolonial literature privileges experimental writing—particularly
magic realist literature—as somehow more capable of providing a sustained critique of

colonialism. Moss says:

The concept of ‘resistance’ has been fetishised to the point where it is even
often presented without an object. At the same time, there has been a critical
elevation of writing perceived to be experimental or writing that plays with
non-realistic form. Within postcolonial criticism, these simultaneous
developments have converged in the production of a profusion of studies
linking, and sometimes suggesting the interdependence of, political or social

resistance and non-realist fiction.®

In discussing and exploring the subversive and postcolonial potentialities of such non-
experimental texts such as those by Mistry and Sahagal’s Rich Like Us, this kind of

arguments are certainly useful.
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Instead of the macro history of India, Mistry presents the microcosmic world of
individuals and small communities. He makes the invisible stories of small, marginalized
people by giving them fictional space in a realistic manner in his fictional re-writing of Indian
history from their perspectives. In this manner, the novel denies the authority of the dominant
discourse and exposes history as a discourse replete with ambiguity. Mistry very often
presents multiple versions of the same event, as in the instance of his presentation of the
various probabilities for the sudden demise of Lal Bahadur Shashtri (SALJ 114). He, thus,
interrogates the singularity ot historiographer’s account. Even the reliability of the press is

called iin question when Gustad says to his son:

Whatever you read in the paper, first divide by two—for the salt and pepper.
From what’s lefi, take off ten percent. Ginger and garlic. And sometimes,
depending on journalist, another five percent for chilly powder. Then and only

then, will you get the truth free of masala and propaganda.®® (SALJ 68)

In its charting of the marginal lives of Parsi people, the novel becomes a social document. The
novel gains its effective strength from interplay of fact and fiction, which places the novel in
the category of “faction”.

In a discussion of Mistry’s use of history in A Fine Balance, Beverly Schneller refers

to the strategy of adhering “to stricter use of history and make the events the dominate
character, to merge function with form and content”.®” We see such a strategy in Mistry’s

Such a Long Journey, where he records historical facts and events with accuracy and the tides

of history dominate the direction of the story-line. Reading the realistic novels of Mistry, we
come to the realization that it is history which gives power to the language of fiction. David
Cowart maintains that “... history makes its greatest contribution when it supplies the creative
artist with raw material”.® Mistry's usc of history is focused more on the situations of the
characters he creates which are emblematicof the Indian people. Realist writers like Sahgal
and Mistry transform key moments inIndian history into readable fiction and popular history.
They are not Indian historians but they are invoking the historical thinking which R. G.

Collingwood held was necessary for historical writing.®
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Thus, narrativization of history, whether done in magic-realist or traditional realist
forms, fills in the gaps and fissures of traditional historiographies and it is in this context that
history-fiction interface acquires significance. The excavation of hidden/repressed history as °
well as the issue of history-fiction interface in postcolonial novels becomes more urgent when
we come to partition fictions, and in the last section we are going to discuss the crucial

importance of literary interventions into history via these Partition texts.

IV.

The Partition of the Indian subcontinent is a cataclysmic event of such a magnitude
and scale that historiographies of the sub-continent has so far failed to address it fully. The
Partition determined the destinies of three naiions and its continuing effects haunt the psyche
of the sub-continent. Alok Bhalla in his “Introduction” to a collection of Partition stories in
English translation states that when it comes to Partition, “there is not just a lack of great
literature, there is, more seriously, a lack of great history”.”® The celebratory narratives of
anti-colonialism and nationalism of conventional historiography have focussed, more on the
unifying force of nationalism and Independence than on the divisive forces that led to the
Partition and the painful experiences of the Holocaust.In the words of Priya Kumar history
“has traditionally chosen to excise and exorcise from its telling” the “affective dimensions” of
the Partition—<“dimensions of pain, shame, guilt, revenge, nostalgia”.”' This strategy has
allowed historians (until recently), to efface thebrutality of Partition and see murder, rape, and

abduction as both inexplicableand as “little events”*

marginal to the larger political processes
thatconstitute the core of their story.

Since the 1980s, there has been a remarkable efflorescence of scholarly writing on
these events which started a radical re-evaluation of the events of 1947. Subaltern, feminist,
literary and psycho-social readings have come to the fore, as scholars and activists, historians
and social scientists have called into question the unitary notion of Partition fostered by the
Indian nation-state, offering new visions that emphasise the centrality of gender, sexuality,

caste, religion and nationalism in mediating the violence that swirled around the end of
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Empire in India. Ritu Menon, one of the foremost of this new band of scholars has summed

up the nature and significance of this alternative archive:

Noteworthy about this recent trend is its decentering of the nationalist
narrative of the struggle for independence. The surfacing of fragmentary,
autobiographical or literary texts and testimonies, and the diversity of
methodological approaches adopted—anthropological, legal, geographical,
socio-historical, feminist and so on—have served to complicate the discussion
not just on Partition but on, for instance: the durability of the nation-state in
South Asia, and the immutability of religious community; the relationship
between nationalism, gender and sexuality, or secularism and citizenship; of

identity politics and the demarcation of boundaries of all kinds.”

In contrast to the “containable text” of official/nationalist history of the partition,
historians and scholars now attempt to write a “polyphonic text”®* of this colossal event in
which the familiar archive is supplemented with the Other of formal history—family histories,
oral histories, autobiographical accounts, military records, as well as the experiences and roles
of minor andsometimes subaltern historical actors such as women, children, and dalits. These
counter-histories are significant in their potential to disrupt the normative versions of Indian
independence by telling the story not only of India's coming into nation-statehood, but also of
the simultaneous event of Partition and the turmoil that it wreaked.

Along with this, literature, too, came to be recognized as having a significant role to
play in this counter-official re-narrativization of the Partition. Indeed, it can be said that
Partition is much more than a historical fact, however, for it has served and continues to serve
as a compelling literary theme that has engendered a substantial body of fiction on the
subcontinent, fiction that is startling in terms of its diversity of focus, style and trcatment.

Suketu Mehta unwittingly acknowledges the presence of that unwritten epic when he writes:

There are millions of Partition stories throughout the subcontinent... All over

the map of the subcontinent there is an entire generation of people who have
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been made poets, philosophers, and storytellers by their experience during the

Partition.”

Literature (along with the other arts, including film), has had a privilegedplace in the
task of bearing witness to the events of 1947. Historians and scholars like Gyan Pandey, Alok
Rai and Kavita Daiya have argued in favour of the literary archive to be assigned the place of
the preferred other to the historical narrative. These scholars have pointed out that the literary
representations of the partition is indeed one of those alternate sites of historicity which
effectively addresses the silence on partition in Indian historiography and provides a rich,
complex, and often contestatory perspective on national emergence and nationa! belonging.
This literary archive is larger than that of the official or even the oral historians and gives
evidence of what Daiya calls “counter-publics” or a “postcolonial public sphere”.®

From the 1950s to date, novelists on either side of the border have been trying to
grapple with this traumatic period. As has been pointed out by Meenakshi Mukherjee, the
theme of Partition has been a pervasive one in Indian bhasha literatures. If the nationalist
movement against the British and the figure of Gandhi was an all-pervasive presence in the
novels written in the 1930s and 40s, then the Partition of the country was a defining moment
both in the life of the newly created nation as well as that of her citizens.”’ It was therefore
perhaps inevitable that post-Independent Indian English Fiction displays a strong and abiding
preoccupation with Partition. From Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan (1956) to Shauna

Singh Baldwin’s What the Body Remembers(2000), the Partition has been a recurrent theme

in Indian English fiction, with a new perspective on the event emerging in each succeeding
decade. In this last section, we are going to examine Amitay Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines,

Siddhartha Deb’s The Point of Return, Shauna Singh Baldwin’s What the Body Remembers,

and Mukul Kesavan’s Looking Through Glass as partition novels and see how in their own
ways, these texts bear witness to the unspeakable trauma of violence, loss and dislocation
caused by the events of Partition, revealing in a more substantial way the interface between
history and narratives, and the significance of this interface in writing about traumatic events
like partition.

In his attempt to tell the story of Partition and its enduring trauma from fresh and

revisionist perspective, Amitav Ghosh’s novel The Shadow Lines utilises the form of family
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saga with a large array of characters spanning different generations and traversing different
time frames. Unlike many other novels dealing with the Partition, Ghosh’s novel is a
profound exploration of the aftermath of the holocaust that still haunts the psyche of the sub-
continent. Another important achievement of Ghosh is that his narrativization of the aftermath
of the Partition simultaneously deals with larger political concepts like ‘freedom’ and
‘nationalism’, and for an interrogation of the concept of a ‘border’. He puts forward the
perspective that a border, supposedly uniting those who are inside it as well as differentiating
them from those who are other, in modem times divides more than it unites. On the question

of borders, Ghosh is on record as having said:

What interested me first about borders was their arbitrariness, their
constructedness—the ways in which they are ‘naturalized’ by modern political
mythmaking. I think this interest arose because of some kind of inborn distrust
of anything that appears to be ‘given’ or taken-for-granted (...). I think these
lines are drawn in order to manipulate our ways of thought: that is why they

must be disregarded.”®

The novel traverses the territory of the historical as it goes on to portray the
experiences of a Bengali family’s past and present which are irrevocably shaped by larger and
terrible historical events—particularly by Bengal’s Partition and the Pakistan Civil War of
1971, which led to the creation of Bangladesh. Comparing this Partition novel with an earlier

Partition texts like Singh’s Train to Pakistan (1956) and Manohar Malgonkar’s A Bend in the

Ganges (1965), John Thieme points out that while the earlier Partition novels emphasized the

horrors of the Partition, the second generation of Partition novels, of which The Shadow Lines

is, according to Thieme, the finest one, “look in the rear-view mirror and consider the longer-
term consequences, both communal and personal, that followed in the wake of Partition and
these often involved traumas that were as much psychic as physical”.99 It is because of this
depiction of the “psychic” and personal side of Partition trauma that novels like The Shadow

Lines and Deb’s The Point of Return become important historical document in filling up the

gaps and silences in official, nationalist historiography.
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It is a fact that equally in history and in literature, both the documentation and the
representation of the Partition are tilted to the Punjab side, in the sense that both historians
and novelists appear to be more concerned with and interestéd in the events that took place in
Punjab in 1947. When it comes to the Indian novel in English, one can discern a similar slant
towards the Partition experience in the Punjab. The fact that the eastern side of India also
experienced (and continue to do so) the trauma of Partition, is often ignored. Siddhartha Deb's

novelihe Point of Return, along with Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines, is one of the very few

literary texts that deals with the partition of the eastern side of the subcontinent.

Using the theme of Partition, Deb deals with various important issues like ‘home’ and
exile of those who came to India as victims of Partition. That’s why this narrative depiction of
Partition carries more weight than an academic presentation of facts and figures that leaves
out the human dimension and the terrible legacy and wound. With a dexterous blending of

private lives and public events into a desultory mosaic of history, both The Shadow Lines by

Ghosh and The Point of Return by Deb reflect on the violerice and trauma of Partition and the

resultant condition of exile of a great number of people in the subcontinent.

Dr. Dam and many others like him whose parents came to India after the partition
remain “the unhomely” in spite of their dedicated service to the nation. The novel is about his
search for “home” as well as about his son Babu who again falls victim of racial hatred during
the time of state partitions along tribal lines. What then is “home”, asks the novel, as
boundaries shift, new lines are drawn between ethnic groups and states, and landscapes
become unexpectedly hostile. There are many invocations of history and historicity in the
novel. In his search for lost connections and attempts to fill the voids of history, the narrator is
confronted by a disjuncture between history (with its national moorings) and something more
evasive. It is particularly so in the margins of the nation-state where this novel is set:
“History, dragged so far from the metropolitan centres, from the rustic mainlands, will tell
you nothing. In the North- East...history lics defeated, muttering solipsistically from desultory
plaques put up to commemorate visiting politicians” (TPOR 157).

History, as Hayden White has demonstrated, retains the rhetorical tropes of narrative
fiction, creating a plot where the Antecedent (or villain) generates the Consequence (or
victim), and it plays with variations of this plot, so that we may have a historical narrative

dealing with several Consequences. Thus all history is moral in intent, and necessarily plays
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out the chronicle in the rhetorical tones of an inevitable genre (for example tragedy,
melodrama or farce). Furthermore, since History’s rhetorical tropes are inadequate to the
substantiality of suffcring, it deals with anguish by quantifying pain.'” In the case of the
Partition, Indian history has mainly seen the event in terms of cause and effect, statistics etc.
on the other hand, the novels are intent on using similar tropes to focus on the consequent
human tragedies and enduring affliction that the histories could not arrogate. In novels like

The Point of Return, The Shadow Lines and What the Body Remembers, we have

narrativization of the same history but which chart the human suffering and pain of the
holocaust. Through narrativization of traumatic history and blurring the boundaries of history
and fiction, these novels have performed crucial political and epistemic role in displacing the
grand objectivity of history and revealing the faultiness of such official truths.

Shauna Singh Baldwin’s What the Body Remembersis also a novel on Partition that

fills another lacuna or silence in Indian historiography. What the Body Remembers is

probably the first novel where the story of partition is told solely from the point of view of
Sikh characters. More significant than this is the fact that the story of those terrible days are
entirely told from the perspective of Sikh women. In an essay, Baldwin enumerates the

problems she faced in writing this book:

But my story is set in the Sikh community—and it's just one story, an imagined
one. My first problem in looking at the material was that, being a minority
community everywhere, theology is often prized above history amongst Sikh
scholars. My second problem was that many Indian historians learned their
trade from British historybooks. My challenge to myself was not to tell the
story of the Sikhs from the standpoint of the men--there a few non-fiction
books that cover their story--but from the perspective of the Sikh women. This
quickly became very frustrating because books on Sikh history are usually
written by men. They contain on average a single index entry under "women"
or mention a maximum of two Sikh women by name. As a member of one of
the few religions in the world that actually says women and men are equal, and

demands that a Sikh woman be called "princess" to show how valuable she is, 1
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found my research running up against the difference between theory and

. . S . .10
practice. My solution was to resort to oral histories and imagination.

What the Body Remembers is a rich and multi-layered narrative that traces the

fragmentation of India, from 1928 to just after Partition in 1947, through the lives of Satya,
her husband, Sardarji, and Roop, the girl who becomes his junior wife. The lives of the two
Sikh women are set against the background of intense social upheaval which defined the
subcontinent at the moment of its Independence. Baldwin’s novel is explicitly a feminist
dialogue with history. It has been observed by the new scholarships that Partition is a subject
that makes its female survivors particularly evasive, or renders them mute—either oui of
necessity or personal choice. Baldwin’s novel is an attempt to interrupt this pattern of silence
and make women speak as principal interlocutors in history. She consciously sets out to
articulate the feminine reality of the time, and successfully explores the “other side of silence”
as she concentrates on Sikh women’s experiences of domestic and political turmoil.

Baldwin frames marriage as an allegory of national consciousness in pre-
independence India. The partition in the novel is between Beauty (Roop) and Truth (Satya).
The novel scrutinizes the split between communal and secular forces, through the division of
marriage. It is a self-division that leads not only to the problems in the marriage, but
culminates in the political violence of the country’s partition.

What the Body Remembers is significant for the fact that it is one of those literary

texts which address the lacuna of history proper—namely the silence regarding the plight of
women during the Partition. Women were arguably the worst victims of the Partition of India
in 1947 and endured displacement, violence, abduction, prostitution, mutilation, and rape.
However, on reading histories of the division of India, one finds that the life-stories of women
are often elided, and that there is an unwillingness to address the atrocities of 1947. As
already discussed, literature has come to play an important role in interrupting state-managed
histories. Baldwin employs Satya and Roop to illuminate the social standing of women in
1947. Baldwin re-inscribes the experiences of women whose bodies bore the brunt of violence
and sexual assaults. The issue of the bodily aspect of violence and the question of history and
embodiment also found in Kesavan and most of these writers are taken up more elaborately in

a later chapter.

104



Though the larger historical pictures regarding colonial domination, Freedom
Movement etc remain, for the most part, in the background of the novel, we still get the sense
of these historical events seeping into the private spheres. Baldwin iries to keep a balanced
narrative which incorporates both the public and the private sphere. For example, when
Sradarji is promoted by the British to the rank of Executive Engineer of the Irrigation
Department at Khanewal, his wife Satya cannot share the joy of her husband as she is full of

suspicion and distrust of the British:

This posting and your new position are ancther bone that the British can throw
before Mahatma Gandhi and Nehru, hoping to appease the non-cooperators
and all the self-rule agitators, justify the blood spilled and the pain endured by

protesters. '

Of course, a large part of What the Body Remembers deals with the issue of bigamy

that produces a wide range of conflicts and tensions. As a historical narrative, the novel
reveals a lot about rural landowners and/or English educated absentee landlords and their
- ways of life in the pre-Independent times. Yet the novel is about history and it leads the reader
straight into the throes of the tortuous division of the sub-continent.

Baldwin avers that truth about the number of people killed in partition is distorted and
varies according to the statistics of Indian and British historians. Political leaders are also
heroes in the eyes of the people of one nation and trouble shooters for the people of the other
community. Jinnah is the great hero for the people of Pakistan as he created a homeland for
90 million Muslims, while for 40 million Muslims, who were.left behind in India he was an

obstinate man who unleashed violence. What the Body Remembers transforms itself from

being a novel about triangular marriage, into a saga of large-scale public agony.

The novels discussed above represent attempt to re-create and rccuperate, through
narrative, a life anterior to trauma whose loss formed the fabric of post-Partition life. But the
most interesting and subversive piece of Partition fiction produced in the last couple of

decades is unquestionably Mukul Kesavan’s Looking Through Glass. Kesavan depicts the

Partition from a perspective that is completely neglected in both historiography and literature.
In the words of Tabis Khair:
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..the entire issue of partition is depicted from a fourth (and often obscured)
perspective—not’ the official colonial Eurdpean perspective evoking the
‘inherent divisibility’ of India in the absence of Eurocentric cohesion, not the
official Indian perspectives stressing the villainy of Jinnah or the ‘backward
fundamentalism’ of the Muslims, not the official Pakistani perspective
stressing the villainy of the Congress and the ‘fundamentalism’ of the Hindus,
but the fourth perspective of Muslim Congressman, the men and women who
‘disappeared’ (literally in the novel) due to the Congress’ unwillingness to
recognize their existence and who remained opposed to both Jinnah’s Pakistan

and the Congress’ vision of a socio-politically homogenized India.'®

The Hindutva-ridden politics of the Congress never trusted the loyalty of Muslims (not
to speak of the common Muslims) who were nationalists and were always loyal to the
Congress. They regarded the nationalist Muslims like Masroor in the novel as traitors when
they opposed the Quit India Resolution. It is due to this overtly Hindu politics of seeing that
people like Masroor and all those other nationalist Muslims disappeared when the Quit India
Resolution was passed, and these Muslims were stigmatized as traitors. The novel narrativizes
the story of these forgotten Muslim nationalists before and after the Partition. The story of
Partition depicted in the novel is not the usual story as told by the British or the nationalists on
both sides. This narrativization, since it veers away from the usual perspectives, reveal many
interesting sides to the way we study or think about the Partition.

The narrator in Looking Through Glass has a stint as a waiter at the Cecil hotel in

Shimla. One night he serves on M. A. Jinnah and he asks Jinnah if he really wants the country
partitioned. The Jinnah resurrected by Kesavan is not Stanley Wolpert’s or Indian nationalist
historiographical version, but the Jinnah in Ayesha Jalal’s book. In her book The Sole

Spokesman: Jinnah, the Muslim League and the Demand for Pakistan (1988), Ayesha Jalal

has argued for Jinnah’s role as a barrister for the Muslim minority rather than the traditionally
understood role of Jinnah as Moses leading the Muslims out of Egypt. It is this history that is
at the center of recent perspectives on partition history such as Jalal’s book and Ashim Roy’s

“The High Politics of India’s Partition” (1993).'® These texts intervene radically in accepted
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accounts of Partition which automatically associate the Muslim League with the Partition of

India and the Congress with the mobilization for a unified India. As we see in Kesavan’s

novel, the Congress was not at all free from fundamental line of thought and their policies and

their brand of nationalism went a long way in widening the gap between the Hindus and the

Muslims. Ashim Roy brings attention to the previously suppressed section of Maulana Abul

Kalam Azad’s book where Azad “points his finger in a much more determined manner at
» 105

Nehru’s [and the Congress’] responsibility for the partition”.
Mukul Kesavan’s Looking Through Glass questions this perception regarding the

Muslim body as embodiment of otherness and duplicity, and also exposes the limits of
Congress secularism and nationalism. In this oppositional project, his novel has affinities with
the revisionist account of Ayesha Jalal. In her book, Jalal persuasively argues that any
consideration of Jinnah’s “demand for Pakistan supposedly elaborated in the 1940 Lahore
Resolution,” must “take account of the other two sides in the Indian political triangle, the
Indian National Congress and the British,” whether it be the Congress’ “manoeuvrings in the
Center and the Provinces” or the British “policies and initiatives”.'” Jalal aiso examines
Jinnah’s motive in his Pakistan demand as well as his mistaken assumptions.

Jalal sees Jinnah’s Pakistan demand as a tactical move, a bargaining counter. Jinnah
hoped that by making this demand, he would be able to bring both the Congress and the
British to negotiations and force concessions out of Congress that would allow the Muslim-
majority provinces to go their own way. But this did not happen that way and the British also
did not stay to work on the settlement, as he had hoped. Such a contextualized reading forces
us to question the orthodox perception of Partition which foregrounds the image of Jinnah as
the principal instigator and controller of Partition. Such a perception has until now given the
Congress a clean sheet to the Congress leaders and the British on the issue of responsibility

for the Partition, projecting the blame onto the Muslim body. Looking Through Glass is one

of thosc rare fictional texts that engages in such a contextualized reading of the Partition.
Narrativization of the Partition plays crucial roles in addressing the gaps and silences

of official/orthodox historiographies. In Borders and Boundaries (2004), Ritu Menon and

Kamala Bhasin remark that literature has “stepped in, at least partly, to record the full horror
of Partition...In one sense, it can be considered a kind of social history not only because it

approximates reality (what Alok Rai calls “a hypnotic, fascinated but also slavish imitation of
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reality”) but also because it is the only non-official contemporary record we have of the time,
apart from reportage”.lo7 The human experience of Partition, we are told, “went unrecorded,
unverbalised; historical fiction, thus, “validates’ historical truth precisely in its power to
represent”.'® Literary texts on the subject of Partition, therefore, have been written and are
read emphatically within artistic conventions of realism and tend to be usually treated as
surrogate documentation.

It must be noted that the treatment of the theme of Partition itself changed
significantly over the decades. Earlier novels on Partition such as Manohar Malgonkar’s A

Bend in the Ganges and Kushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan were preoccupied with political

events, probably because the authors lived very near to the events they describe.Their novels
are full of gory details of the actual events during the Partition. Novclists writing at a later
date, especially in the 1980s, whether they be Anita Desai, Bapsi Sidhwa who did not exactly
live through the Partition the way Malgonkar and Singh did, or Kesavan, Amitav Ghosh or
Singh Baldwin who belong to a more distanced post-Partition generation, clearly have a very
different perspective from those writing in the 1950s and the 1960s. Desai’s and Sidhwa’s

novels (Clear Light of Day and Ice-Candy-Man, respectively) have a more psychological

orientation, and they primarily focus on women and their predicament at the time of the
Partition. Kesavan, Ghosh and Deb, on the other hand, depict the continuing trauma of the
Partition. They are not concerned so much with representing the cataclysm as in exploring
issues like limit of nationalism, betrayal of post-Partition political structures, exile, migration,
and the ideas of “home” and “nation”.

Concepts of nation and nationhood are crucially linked with the theme of Partition.
The idea of nationalism as a patriotic ideal had much currency during the struggle for
independence. But later generations of writers like Rushdie, Ghosh, Tharoor and Mistry are
not so enthusiastic about this celebratory account of nationalism. This is a very interesting fact
that the recent Partition novels from the 1980s onwards are also meditations of the fate of the
nation—rather an interrogation of the “Nation”. Be they Partition narratives or otherwise,
Indian English Wriﬁngs of the last three decades concern themselves with theorizing about
the idea and validity of the nation-state.As discussed earlier, this critical attitude to nation was
the result of a growing disillusionment of the nationalistic ideals of a unitary nation and the

failure of the Nehruvite consensus under tremendous socio-political pressures that is
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characteristic of the 1980s. Instead of being celebratory of the nation-state, these writers point
out the fatal flaws of the nation-state and acknowledge its internal divisions and disjunctures.

In the next chapter, we discuss thé kind of “elegiac nation” that emerge in these texts.

V.

What this chapter set out to discuss was how recent Indian English writings from the
1980s onwards have attempted to narrativize history, to communicate historical facts in ways
that do not fulfil conventional historiographical expectations. We have discussed the various
ways in which they have represented history through fiction that not only contest and redress
colonial/nationalist historiographies but also revealed the textuality of history by
foregrounding the question of history-fiction interface. Partition narratives are testimony to
this, as Vishnupriya Sengupta says, “Stories or rather fiction, in particular, have pointed to the
devastating consequences of the border for the ordinary citizen, the brunt of which are being
borne to this day”.'”

It may be worthwhile here to quote Jacques Ehrmann’s formulation: ‘‘History and
literature have no existence in and of themselves. It is we who constitute them as the object of
our understanding.”''® Both fiction and history are ultimately human constructs, and both are
incapable of revealing the absolute truth. It is therefore up to us to interpret the social, cultural
and ideological contexts presented to comprehend the truth behind the cultural sign systems of
history and fiction. The novels taken up for consideration are narratives that engage history in
different ways. These texts—varied in their linguistic, ideological and stylistic aspects—
present their own unique versions of historical events. They employ different modes of
knowledge to draw out the ‘‘micro-history’’ embedded within the historical event, and
resonate the voice of the ‘‘Other’’, a creation of partisan politics. While Rushdie, Ghosh and
Deb utilize the power of memory to create a radically individual narrative that is meant to
supplant a dominant, hegemonic conception of history, their forms are different. Rushdie as a
postmodern historian employs magic realist tradition, and makes use of a structure andform

that recalls the oral epics of India with their multiple digressions and recurrentimprovisations.
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Through the fallible means of memory Rushdie points atfragments, fissures, perforations, and

cracks. He reveals the ambiguous nature of history and reality. His narrator explains:

I have been only the humblest of jugglers-with-facts; and that in a country
where the truth is what it is instructed to be, reality quite literally ceases to
exist, so that everything becomes possible except what we are told is the case;
and may be this was the difference between my Indian childhood and Pakistani
adolescence—that in the firstl was beset by an infinity of alternative realities,
while in the second 1 was adrift, disoriented amid an equally infinite number of

falsenesses, unrealities and lies (MC 389).

As in Midnight's Children, in The Great Indian Novel Shashi Tharoor also employs a post-

modern fictive strategy which emphasizes process than product. We see this characteristic of
historiographic metafiction in Sealy and Kesavan also.

In Ghosh and Deb’s narrativization of history also we find, as in Rushdie, an
overwhelming profusion of events, memories and places. But unlike Rushdie’s postmodern,
magic realist form, they write, more or less, in the realist tradition. Mistry, Baldwin and

Sahagal also prove that realism can also be effectively used to re-write and subvert dominant

historiography. In some cases, like Red Earth and Pouring Rain, The Great Indian Novel, by
obliterating the line between myth and history, the novelist exposes the falsity of the
conventional Western fact/fiction opposition and thus acquires the status of an itihaskar.
These novels, in their attempt at narrativizing history, offer an alternative version to
state-sponsored histories where the “small voices” of history do not generally figure. The
history narrated in these novels makes room for the histories remembered, narrated,
mythologised by common people. In such a fictional historiography, the lives of the people,
the folk traditions of the community and vulgar humor of the subaltern classes are posited
against the grand colonial and neo-colonial reason and monologism. Partha Chatterjee
theorises “the popular” which is “the timeless truth of the national culture, uncontaminated by
colonial reason. In poetry, music, drama, painting, and now in film and the commercial arts of
decorative design, this is the form in which a middle-class culture, constantly seeking to

‘nationalize’ itself, finds nourishment in the popular”.!'! Chatterjee does not use the term
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subaltern in relation to his description of the popular but the two terms overlap. This entails
that the term “subaltern” undergoes a radical metamorphosis with its integration of the
positive connotations of the ‘popular’. Saleem explicitly emphasises Padma’s illiteracy and
Jower class background as signs of the undiluted popular. As her popular or subaltern
credentials are stressed, their usefulness for Saleem is pointed out: “Padma is leaking into
me...with her down-to-earthery, and her paradoxical superstition, her contradictory love of
the fabulous” (MC 38). After Padma stormed out Saleem misses the assuring presence of the
subaltern Padma: “Padma would have believed me; but there is no Padma” (MC 167). Thus
the popular audience, Padma, helps shape the narrative, and Saleem tries “to use Padma’s
muscles as my guides” in reading her boredom or disbelief: “The dance of her musculature
helps to keep me on the rails; because in autobiography, as in all literature, what actually
happens is less important than what the author can manage to persuade his audience to believe
... (MC 270-1). But while Saleem uses Padma’s subalternity for his own purposes, he
remains convinced of his own superiority and uses his middle-classness in order to persuade
Padma and Mary Braganza of his sanity and accountability: “call it education, or class-

med theit into feeling

origin...By my show of erudition and by the purity of my accents:
unworthy of judging me” (MC 212).

Padma can be read like an ironic demonstration of Chatterjee’s description of the
popular: “The popular enters hegemonic national discourse as a gendered category. In its
immediate being, it is made to carry the negative marks of concrete sexualized femininity.
Immediately, therefore, what is popular is unthinking, ignorant, superstitious, scheming,
quarrelsome, and also potentially dangerous and uncontrollable. But with the mediation of
enlightened leadership, its true essence is made to shine forth in its natural strength and
beauty: its capacity for resolute endurance and sacrifice and its ability to protect and
nourish”.'"? Padma Mangroli is the woman as nurturer and comforter and her resolute and
assiduous naturc is stressed by Saleem. She only endangered Saleem by accidentally
poisoning him with a herbal potion which was supposed to resurrect his ‘manhood’ (MC 193).
Despite her subaltern position, her devotion to Saleem is unmistakable: “Only believe, mister,
how much I have your well-being at heart!...It was my own foolish pride and vanity, Saleem
baba, from which cause I did run from you, although the job here is good, and you so much

needing a looker-after...So then I thought, how to go back to this man who will not love me
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and only does some foolish writery?” (MC 192-3). Padma, however, also counteracts her
authenticating function when she refuses to believe him and refers to his historiographical
mission ds “foclish writery”. For this reason, Saleem rarely lets her speak for herself. Saleem, -
in his role of mediator of “enlightened leadership”, has problems keeping Padma in her place.
Chatterjee mentions that the “popular is also appropriated in a sanitized form, carefully erased
of all marks of vulgarity, coarseness, localism, and sectarian idezntity.”111 Saleem, in contrast,
emphasises these traits in order to keep this independent, strong woman under discursive
control. He patronisingly points out her lower class behaviour and speech, portrays her as
unbeautiful, describes her physically exhausting job, and associates her name with excrement.

As a conclusion we may say that contemporary writers like the ones under the present
study become historians in an attempt to fill in the gaps left by traditional totalitarian history
while at the same time the philosophers of history try to achieve the same aim through the
exploration of the narrative mechanisms of history-writing. It is under such developments that
Gyan Prakash spoke of the possibilities of a “third kind of history” that we can see emerging
in the fictional works of these writers.

These novels, in contesting the grand narratives of History, seem to favour a pluralistic
and flexible understanding of history and communities and of identity. The novels defy a
state-sponsored national identity and highlight the erosion of idealism that accompanied the
birth of the nation-states. They subvert stereotypes ingrained in the national imaginary and
underline concepts of plurality and multitude and specificity, despite official history’s
tendency to valorise the abstract idea of an India and restructure the unitary national identity
necessitated by the priorities of the freedom movement. It can be said that in their revisionist
historiographic project, these writers practice what Nietzsche calls “critical history”, against
“monumental” and “antiquarian” history. This “critical history” acts as a counter-narrative to,
and a critical commentary on not only the official history ofBritish imperialism and
postcolonial nationalism, but also on the celebratory account and validity of the postcolonial

nation-state and the very idea of the Nation, an issue we are going to examine in the next

chapter.
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Chapter: 11

History and Nation

...the substance of nationalism as such is always morally, politically, humanly
ambiguous. This is why moralising perspectives on the phenomenon always fail, whether
they praise or berate it. They will simply seize on one face or another of the creature, and
will not admit there is a common head conjoining them.

—Tom Nairn, The Break-Up of Britain: Crisis and Neo-Nationalism.

The nation has been seen as the product of history. If history is a temporal process with
progression and events in time, the nation is the spatial expression of this temporal process. The
nation “has functioned as the signifier of the identity of its masses while duplicating the
formation of the supplement through its boundaries. History has invested in territories
representations of its constructs, transforming these into representational sites”.! Literary
discourses on postcolonial literature in recent years have located the meaning and significance of
postcolonial texts within the spatial sites of “nation”. If the postcolonial novel is to be seen as a
site of resistance (in its ideological positioning within cultural institutions as well as with their
representations of history), its material referent and its condition of production is the postcolonial
nation. But already the totalising claim of history has been disrupted, as we have discussed in the
previous chapter. This disruption of the grand narrative of history forces us to see and articulate
the nation in alternative ways.

Indian English writing, from its infancy, has been preoccupied with representing the
nation. This national dimension of Indian English writing is undoubtedly its most distinctive
feature. Indian English novels as a postcolonial genre emerged out of the colonial encounter, and
it is only natural that “its concern has been with that equally postcolonial entity, the nation-
state”.? India as a postcolonial nation is a classic case of the history-nation confluence. Writers
have been much beholden to this confluence as both history and nation come together to shape

what political scientist, Sunil Khilnani terms, after Nehru, “the idea of India”.}
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This “idea of India” as emerges in the post-1980s Indian English novels is very unlike the
portrait of the nation in the earlier novels of nationalist writers like Anand, Rao and Narayan.
Products of a particular historical period, these novels have been influenced by the new ideas of
nationalism that were in circulation in academia as well as literary circles in the 1980s. This was
a time when the very idea of a unitary, homogeneous nation-state was in crisis in the face of
failure and collapse of the Nehruvian nation, and Rushdie and the novelists who emerged in his
wake reveal a strong critical attitude towards the idea of a stable, fixed, secular nation.

One of the most common tendencies of the new novels in English is their insistence on
narrating the state of the natioin from the perspective of personal stories, and to interlink the story
of the individual with that of the nation. So when Saleem, the protagonist of Rushdie’s novel

Midnight's Children declared that “at the precise instant of India’s arrival at independence, 1

tumbled forth into the world....thanks to the occult tyrannies of those blandly saluting clocks, I
had been mysteriously handcuffed to history, my destinies indissolubly chained to those of my
country” (MC 9), he was setting in motion a conceptual framework which was to become a

dominant one for the writers to follow. In the words of Rege, “In Midnight's Children, Rushdie's

reconfiguration of the relationship between the Self and the Nation opened up space that proved
to be very enabling for new Indian English writers in the eighties”. Rushdie’s novel helped Indian
English writers to break down and come out of the “conceptually limiting and artistically
stultifying” choices between “self and nation, loyalty or betrayal, modernity or tradition” that
characterized the earlier novels, and this freedom helped the writers in re-imagining the nation in
a socially and politically engaged way.* Thus we have novels like Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow

Lines, a bildungsroman and a family story like Midnight's Children, and a scathing critique of the

idea of nationalism; 1. Allan Sealy’s The Trotter Nama chronicles the family drama of the

Trotters and it’s a fabulative history of the nation from the rare perspective of the Anglo-Indian
community.
In their critical attitude towards the nation, most of the writers tend to see the nation as a

myth, a construct, rather than something fixed and originary. In this also, Midnight’s Children

proved to be a signpost of things to come, and it actually emerged much earlier than many of the
groundbreaking theoretical works like those by Benedict Anderson, Renan, and Bhabha. In the

novel, he emphasizes the “imaginary” nature of the newly created nation in a famous key passage
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in the final chapter of Book I, entitled “Tick, Tock”. The narrator, Saleem Sinai, commenting on

the momentous event of Indian Independence says here:

(...)a nation which had never previously existed was about to win its freedom,
catapulting us into a world which, although it had five thousand years of history,
(...) was nevertheless quite imaginary; into a mythical land, a country which
would never exist except by the efforts of a phenomenal collective will — except in
a dream we all agreed to dream... India, the new myth—a collective fiction in
which anything was possible, a fable rivalled only by the two other mighty
fantasies: money and god. (MC 112)

This idea of the constructed and mythic nature of the nation initiates in the writings of
Rushdie, Ghosh, Sealy and Kesavan a strong interrogative attitude towards the divisive,
monologic and narrow, essentialized concept of nation that official Congress nationalism sought
to propagate. In fact, these novels, in their re-narration of the nation are not celebratory but
elegiac over the failure of the promise and utopia of anti-colonial nationalism. The novels reveal
how anti-colonial nationalism has become self-destructive, violent and repressive in the hands of

postcolonial ruling elites. In Midnight's Children, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru identifies

new-born Saleem’s life with the life of India itself, and celebrates his birth in glorious terms:
“You are the newest bearer of that ancient face of India which is also eternally young. We shall
be watching over your life with the closest attention; it will be, in a sense, the mirror of our own”
MC 122).

As the novel goes ahead to chart the life of Saleem we see the growth of the postcolonial
nation itself. But with the passage of time, the unlimited potential of Saleem and the nascent
republic as envisioned by Nehru at their moments of births began to collapse. We see Saleem is
made impotent by the machinations of a repressive regime. Battered too much by history, he
becomes disillusioned and “fullofcracks”. In his physical disintegration and approaching death,

we see the cracking up of the postcolonial nation itself. Midnight’s Children depicts a

nationwhere growing sectarianism and communal violence, and repressive state-machineries

destroyed the promise of a unified India.
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In novels like Midnight's Children, The Shadow Lines, The Great Indian Novel, Such a

Long Journey, and Looking Through Glass, the history of the nation itself is shown to be

marked by contrasting promise and disappointment. This scathing crifique of the nation and
official nationalism was taken up by almost all the writers that emerged after Rushdie. In Amitav

Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines, we have the unforgettable character Tridib who (like Ghosh)

underlines the importance of the role of imagination in the construction of the nation when he
teaches the young narrator to “use (my) imagination with precision” (TSL 24). Ghosh remains
committed to the idea of a heteroglossic nation and is vehemently opposed to the separatist, self-
defeating logic in the nationalist construction of boundaries. Through the character of Tridib,
Ghosh demonstrates how imagination could help one to see beyond the arbitrary borderlines and
exclusionary politics of a rigid nation, and could carry one “beyond the limits of one’s mind to
other times and other places, and even, if one was lucky, to a place where there was no border
between oneself and one’s image in the mirror” (TSL 29). This desire to go beyond the divisive
shadowy lines of a modern nation-state is crystallized in Tridib’s yearning to play Tristan, “a man
without a country, who fell in love with a woman-across the-seas” (TSL 186).

These writers took up the challenge of finding out what went wrong with the nation by
looking at history from a fresh perspective and challenging official versions of history and nation
and by recovering the dignity and subjecthood of its people in their many and various voices. In
Ghosh’s novel, Tridib’s (and later, the narrator’s) yearning for a place where there was no border
“between oneself and one’s image in the mirror” (TSL 204) is “really a wish to return to a shared
historical experience, a larger cultural and historical collectivity than the rigid boundaries of
nationalist ideology will now accommodate”.> Almost all the writers under the present study
reveal a deep sense of disillusionment and suspicion regarding the exclusionary politics of the
postcolonial nationalism; expose the betrayal of the promise of anti-colonial nationalism, and re-
present an India which is characterized by heteroglossic, plural, ever-evolving identity.

This chapter offers to examine the representation of nation in Indian English writing. In
the writings that emerged in the 1980s onwards, we perceive a strong critical attitude to the
nation as in historiography: a characteristic feature of the eighties throughout the world. It will be
argued that the picture of the nation that comes out is not celebratory as in its moment of birth but
subversive and elegiac, riddled with crises and perforations. The basic premise of the chapter is

that if these writers offer a revisionist history which contest nationalist and colonialist
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historiography, the picture of the nation that emerge through this narrativization of history is one
that is different than what nationalist or colonialist wish or present it to be. But before that it is
necessary to outline some basic arguments and ideas from the vast and complex array of
theoretical writings on the nexus between nation and novel/narration, as well as the relevance and

future of postcolonial nation-state.

The new theoretical frameworks that started emerging in the 1980s had exerted
substantial influence on the writers in their project of critical re-assessment and re-narration of

the nation from fresh perspective. Of course, Midnight's Children was much ahead of this boom

in theories of nation; in fact it anticipated a great many theoretical aspects of theorists like Ernest
Renan, Benedict Anderson and Homi K. Bhabha. But the post-Rushdie writers, and especially
Ghosh, Sealy, Chandra, and Kesavan were much beholden to this critical canon and new ideas of

nationalism. With regard to Ghosh, A. N. Kaul points out:

...in viewing nationalism as both an invention and a force for destruction, Ghosh
had put himself alongside a considerable number of modern western scholars
ranging from Elie Kedourie and Hans Kohn to Tom Nairn and Benedict

Anderson.®

Another influence is that of Ernest Renan who emphasises on the role of imagination in
the “invention” of the nation found its echoes in Amitav Ghosh and Salman Rushdie. For Erest
Renan and Emest Gellner, nations are not natural entities. It is something planned by people and
created with solid boundarics on the map which arc then defended and sometimes contested by
people or groups of people. Nations are built upon particular foundations such as mutual sense of
community and belonging that a group of individuals imagines it shares, invention of national
traditions, feeling of ownership among the people, and the narration of history.

Scholars of different orientations, from the so called “statist” (such as Ernest Gellner, Eric

Hobsbawm and John Breuilly) to the “culturalists” (among whom we find Anthony Smith, John
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Hutchinson and Miroslav Hroch) agree on the crucial point that the nation is a construct. But
while the statists believe the nation to be a political construct, for the culturalists, it is a cultural
construct. Eric Hobsbawm has argued that the nation depends upori the invention of national
traditions which are made manifest through the repetition of specific symbols or icons. The
performance of national traditions keeps in place an important sense of continuity between the
nation’s present and its past, and helps in the concoction of a unique sense of the shared history
and common origins of its people. Nationai symbols such as the flag or the national anthem,
momentous events of history, monuments, legends and personalities take on an emotive and
semi-sacred character, and they are part of the “invention of tradition” in which all nations
participate.”

If the invention of tradition is central to the nation, then so is the narration of history.
History and nation are closely interlinked entity and one cannot be thought of without the other.
Postcolonial criticism approves that the narration of history is central to the narration of nation. In
the case of India, as Partha Chatterjee’s states, “the materials of Hindu nationalist rhetoric current
in postcolonial India were fashioned from the very birth of nationalist historiography.” McLeod
points out that “Nations are often underwritten by the positing of a common historical archive
that enshrines the common past of a collective ‘people’. The nation has its own historical
narrative which posits and explains its origins, its individual character and the victories won in its
name”.'® In reality, there are as many different versions as there are narrators; but a national
history makes one particular version of the past the only version worthy of study.

Very often, in national histories, certain events and people or groups of people are given
importance or celebrated, while others are marginalized. In the previous chapter, we have
discussed many of the issues regarding this crucial fact and the ways in which postcolonial
writers vehemently contest this monologic national history in an attempt to recover lost or
suppressed voices within the nation. This has serious consequences when we see these writers
dealing with the nation and representing it in their texts. The dissatisfaction of these writers with
nationalist histories, their fictional contestation and revisionist projects have produced a nation
which is very unlike the mythic, unified, solid nation that national history wishes it to be.

Rhetoric plays an important role in narratives such as that of nation and national identity.
Etienne Balibar clearly articulates the rhetorical nature of what he terms “fictive ethnicity”.

Balibar declaratively states that, “Every social community reproduced by thefunctioning of
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institutions is imaginary, that is to say, it is based on the projection of individual existence into
the weft of a collective narrative, on the recognition of a common name and on traditions lived as
the trace of an immemorial past (even when they have becen fabricated and inculcated in the
recent past)”.11

Rhetoric plays a crucial role in actualizing and replicating ideologies. Victor Villanueva
shows how language is often deliberately put to service in the narratives employed by nations and
their leaders to advance their own hegemonic best interests.'? Reinforcing this point is Anthony
Smith who argues that, “The nation is an abstraction, a construct of the imagination; it is a
community which is imagined as both sovereign and limited. It emerges when the realm of
church and dynasty recede, and no longer seem to answer to mankind’s craving for
immortaiity”.!> Smith further asserts that it is narratives and myths, among other rhetorical
entities which give life and strength to the nation itself."*

Of all the theoretical works, it was Benedict Anderson’s seminal book Imagined

Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (1983) which “has been (...)

the most influential in the last few years [i.e.the1980s/1990s] in generating new theoretical ideas
on nationalism”.'> It was Benedict Anderson who pointed out the crucial connection between
culture and politics and bridged the gap between the statists and the culturalists. He insists on the
fundamentally modernnature of the nation and also advocates the importance of culture; but he
also reminds us that the nation is not an “imagined community” as such but an “imagined

politicalcommunity”.'®

Imagined Communities inaugurates what may be termed the “formalist” position in
studies of nationalism and literature. This has become the most common theoretical position
adduced to subsequent attempts to explain or delineate the relationship between literature (and
the novel in particular) and the nation and nationalism. Most importantly, when he speaks of
nations and nationalisms being “cultural artefacts of a particular kind” he is referring specifically
to modern cultural forms such as the newspaper and the novel.'”

Anderson’s explicates that, “from the start the nation was conceived in language, not in
blood, and that one could be ‘invited into’ the imagined community. Thus today, even the most
insular nations accept the principle of naturalization (wonderful word!), no matter how difficult
in practice they make it”.'® Writing about the impact of Anderson’s work on Indian historians and

writers alike, Anjali Gera says:
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Following Anderson’s idea of ‘nations’ as ‘imagined communities’, the nation,
along with other ‘narratives’, has been rigorously investigated in postcolonial
discourse in the last two decades. This contestation is most directly addressed in
the works of the Subaltern Studies group and the historiographic fiction of
Rushdie, Ghosh and others."

Benedict Anderson highlights this mythic, constructed idea ot the nation when he says
that the nation is “an imagined political community”. It is imagined because “the members of
even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow members, meet them, or even hear
of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion”. The individual members
of the nation thus share a “deep, horizontal comradeship” with many others.”® In a similar vein,
Timothy Brennan refers to the concept of “natio” —‘a local community, domicile, family,
condition of belonging”—the emotive foundation for the organization, administration and
membership of the “state”, the political agency which enforces the social order of the nation.'

The awareness that there is an intimate relation between novel and national identity is not
a recent one. Balzac, for example, hinted at this relation when he said that the novel was “the
private history of nations”. But recent literary and cultural criticism has provided the fuel and
political urgency to this awareness. Contemporary critics, including postcolonial critics and
theorists, have stressed how deep such intimate interconnections of the novel/nation nexus can
go, spawning numerous and ever-increasing debates and examinations of the complexities and
hitherto neglected issues involved in this relationship. Benedict Anderson’s suggestion that the
newspaper and the novel were the key media for “‘representing’ the kind of imagined community
that is the nation” has revoutionized the way we think about nation and nationalism.*
Referencing Benedict Anderson’s work on nationalism, Timothy Brennan points out that the
novel arose alongside the newspaper as the cultural product of the modern nation, and that it

played a key role in creating the conceptual space of the nation:

It was the novel that historically accompanied the rise of nations by objectifying
the “one, yet many” of national life, and by mimicking the structure of the nation,

a clearly bordered jumble of languages and styles. Socially, the novel joined the

128



newspaper as the major vehicle of the national print media, helping to standardize
language, encourage literacy, and remove mutual incomprehensibility. But it did
much more than that. Its manner of presentation allowed people to irhaginc the
special community that was the nation.?

While the novel is not the only such imaginative vchicle, it remains the case that the rise of
nation-states and the flowering of the genre have coincided across cultural contexts.

As mentioned earlier, the nation is the most important marker in postcolonial literature.
Besides, the relationship between the Nation and Narration (which is the title of the now famous
anthology of essays edited by Homi K. Bhabha, which pioneered the debate) is also crucial for
the postcolonial writers and societies in general. But we must not ignore the fact that there are
obvious complexities of relating literature to nationhood in any straightforward manner. Firstly,
there is the question of the “Europeanness” of the novel form, which naturally gives rise to the
problem of how well a European form could express the identity of formely colonized or now
postcolonial national identities. Historically, the development of the novel paralleled the
development of the European nation-states and the colonial empires. Postcolonial critics have
come to see this as more than mere temporal coincidence. Edward Said has been concerned with

the links between imperialism and cultural forms. In Culture and Imperialism, Said points to the

strong dependence—both formal and ideological-—of the French and English realist novels on the
facts of the Empire. He goes on to add that without Empire, there would have been no European
novel.**

While not everyone would want to see the novel as dependent upon the Empire, the fact
that it is both formally and ideologically affected by imperialism creates a probem for
postcolonial authors who want to work with the genre. A second point concerning the relation of
the novel and the nation involves “the recognition that national identity, rather than being
something which is essentially unchanging, is in fact historically mutable, and, rather than being
simply or naturally ‘there’, is a historical construct, constituted in particular by the (ideologically
loaded) narratives which particular communities tell themselves about who and what they are”.?

This means that the novelists do not simply represent the nation, telling stories about it,
but that their narratives are part of the continuing construction of the national identity. This point

is crucial and helpful in understanding and for negotiating Frederic Jameson’s famous argument
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about Third World’s texts as being essentially allegories of nation. That theses narratives are part
of something that is always in the process of becoming is something that would be discussed at a
later part of the chapter with regards to the texts by Indian English writers.2®

Peter Morey contends that all these narratives of nation are just a part of a larger, ever
changing, ever evolving picture of India: these novels are meaningful as chronicles of a larger
narrative—indeed, as most of Indian English fiction is. The work of these novelists is
meaningful, as part of this ongoing and evolving “big” story. This evolution was set in motion by
such writers as Mulk Raj Anand, R. K. Narayan, Raja Rao, and a host of other novelists at the
beginning of IWE’s journey. Simply, we are all a part of one big story or protonarrative, our own
“little” stories adding tc its totality. We are not only a part of it, but also, in our own ways,
making it happen, altering it in trying to understand and define it, in relation to ourselves. This
big story is the story of the growth and development of modern India, starting at the beginning of
the nineteenth century and continuing down to the present day.”’

The fact of the social construction or imagining of the national identity also means that
there is an actual or potential struggle at the level of discourse and ideology as different groups
compete for their narratives of the nation to become recognized and legitimatized. In the case of
India, this is a matter of great urgency and conflicts. This attempt of the various groups to make
themselves a part of the national imaginary necessarily entails the need to tell a different story, to
narrate their identity differently than the ones told or written by the former colonizers or the
postcolonial elites/neo-colonials. It means a struggle over history of the formerly colonized and
the postcolonial marginalized groups and communities who try to write newer versions of the
national history, to excavate or recuperate forgotten, suppressed histories in re-narrating the
nation and national identity. In the previous chapter, we have discussed this struggle over history,
the need of revising it from alternative perspectives of people dismissed from the realm of
History by the likes of Hegel and marginalized by the nation-state in the name of homogeneity,
and also seen the different forms that such revisions of history take.

Another very important dimension of the relation between novel and national identity
involves another meaning of representation. In the introductory chapter, we have already
discussed the various meanings of the term “representation”, including the sense in which the
novelist represents the nation in terms of providing images in his/her books. At the same time,

characters in those books may represent (take the place of/stand for) the nation at a symbolic or
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allegorical level. The argument for the connection between individual and wider national
community in this type of text has been most famously and contentiously made by Frederic
Jameson:

Third World texts, even those which are seemingly private and invested with a

properly libidinal dynamic, necessarily, project a political dimension in the form

of national allegory: the story ofthe private individual destiny is always an

allegory of the embattled situation ofthe public third-world culture and society.?®

Since its first appearance, the essay by Jameson has been taken to tasks by many critics,
most famously by the indian Marxist critic Aijaz Ahmad for, among other things, improperly
universalizing claims and the reduction of all Third World writing, to a singie model.?’ In the

words of Imre Szeman

The presumption that it is possible to produce a theory that would explain African,
Asian, and Latin American literary production, the literature of China and
Senegal, has been (inevitably) read as nothing more than a patronizing, theoretical
- orientalism, or as yet another example of a troubling appropriation of Otherness

with the aim of exploring the West rather than the Other.*°

More informally and anecdotally, however, within the field of postcolonial literary and
cultural studies, Jameson’s essay has come to be treated as little more than a cautionary tale about
the extent and depth of Eurocentrism in the Western academy, or even more commonly, as a
convenient bibliographic marker of those kinds of theories of third world literature that everyone
now agrees are limiting and reductive.

After almost a quarter century later, it seems that Jameson’s essay was frequently misread
by some critics. It is now acknéwledgcd by theorists and critics that Jameson’s thesis had some
truth and usefulness about it. To agree with some or all of Ahmad’s criticisms of Jameson does
not imply that no Third World or postcolonial texts function as national allegories, or that in no
circumstances can an individual destiny be read as signifying the fate of the nation as a whole. To

accept this would be to close off arbitrarily a number of useful ways of approaching some of the
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works under the present study as well as numerous texts by writers from Kenya, India, Nigeria,
Ghana, Senegal, and other Asian and Latin American countries.
Imre Szeman sums up this belated acknowledgemerit of the usefulness and applicability

of Jameson’s thesis:

Jameson’s ‘‘general”’ theory of third worldliterary production offers a way of
conceptualizing the relationship of literatureto politics (and politics to literature)
that goes beyond the most common (and commonsense) understanding of the
relations between these terms. Indeed, the concept of national allegory introduces

amodel for a properly materialist approach tc postcoloniai texts and contexts.. A

What is evident from the above theoretical issues is that the relation of novelistic
representations and the nation and national identity in postcolonial sphere is complex and
problematic. This is so because the things represented—the nation and the nation-state—occupy a
position which in relation to postcolonialism is even more beset with problems. Others, such as
Neil Larsen, have cautioned against claiming that the nation is a fundamentally narrated entity,
for such an approach has become “a virtual routine of historical and postcolonial studies”.>* It
would be futile to venture forth for a definite answer whether the nation is a “narrated” entity in
itself or not.

Another important theoretical iss‘ue which is hotly debated in Postcolonial parlance is
that of the relationship between the “nation” and the “state”. It is an issue that figure
prominently in the writings of Subaltern historians and scholars, and its echoes and
reverbarations can be heard in contemporary Indian English novels. Following the account of

the declaration of the Emergency in Midnight’s Children, Saleem significantly equates

himself for the first time with the “State” and not simply with the nation (MC 420). At the
same time, Saleem and Indira’s rivalry in representing India is explicitly addrcssed:
“Unpalatable, awkward questions: did Saleem’s dream of saving the nation leak, through the
osmotic tissues of history, into the thoughts of the Prime Minister herself? Was my life-long
belief in the equation between the State and myself transmuted, in ‘the Madam’s’ mind, into
that in-those-days-famous phrase: India is Indira and Indira is India? Were we competitors

for centrality—was she gripped by a lust for meaning as profound as my own — and was that,
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was that why...?” (MC 420) Saleem’s claim that he has hatched a ‘life-long belief in the
equation between the State and myself” is an astonishing statement and an apparently
misleading one. If his statement were consistent with his previous identification with the
nation, this would suggest an equivalence of nation and state.

The relationship between nation and state has been a controversial topic in Indian
historiography. Partha Chatterjee identifies the nature of the modern state as the origin of the
problems of post-colonial India. He argues that even though the imagination of the nationalist
¢lite during the anti-colonial struggle had autonomously created its own cultural community,
the middle class had failed to project a post-colonial state form to match this imagined
community: “The result is that autonomous forms of imagination of the community were, and
continue to be, overwhelmed and swamped by the history of the postcolonial state. Here lies
the root of our postcolonial misery: not in our inability to think out new forms of the modern
community but in our surrender to the old forms of the modern state”.>® The state is described
as having absorbed the imagined community, as “the unifying concept of ‘nation’” was

envisaged “as concretely embodied in the state”.** In Midnight’s Children, it seems that at the

critical point of the beginning of the Emergency the image of the nation merges with the state.
However, it does not seem to be portrayed as a de-masking of a fact that had existed all along

as Chatterjee argues. In Midnight’s Children, this subsuming of the nation under the state is

associated with Indira Gandhi and her Emergency regime and does not so much suggest a
fundamental problematisation of the modern state but the unaccountability of an authoritarian
state apparatus after the suspension of democracy. Once Indira Gandhi appropriates the role
of personifying the nation in her role as dictatorial commander of the state apparatus,
Saleem’s discourse of mirroring the nation basically stops. This is the point when the national
allegory centered on Saleem finally breaks down, even though the midnight’s children as a

group still have an allegorical function in the novel.

But in spite of this seemingly unending maze of theories and debates regarding the

relation between novel and nation, and postcolonial texts as essentially national allegories, the

fact remains that we cannot ignore the importance of using the nation as an important marker in

postcolonial literature. But we should do so with a full awareness that a homogeneous, centripetal

category called the nation was important for ideological reasons and not literary ones. Major

postcolonial writers have interrogated the idea of the nation, showing how we need to be aware of
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multiple claims and intersections that followed Independence. As far as India is concerned, it is
an indisputable fact that the entity of “nation” is the most visible and persistent point of “debate,

‘reflection, and contestation” in the realm of Anglophone novel. Priyvamvada Gopal argues that:
glop y pal arg

....the narration of nation gave the Anglophone novel in India its earliest and most
persistent thematic preoccupation, indeed, its raison d’etre, as it attempted to carve

out a legitimate space for itself.*

This chapter examines in detail this preoccupation of the issue of the nation in the English novels
of the last two decades. But prior to that, an exploration of the nature of the relationship between

Indian English Writing and nationalist ideology will be helpful.

IL.

The earlier writers were speaking about the unifying forces of nationalism at the time of
the Freedom Movement, and the period just after independence. In the early years of the
twentieth century, the novel was seen as the form most capable of consolidating anti-colonial
sentiment, of resisting authority, and of promoting social change. As such the novel was deemed
the chosen literary form for nationalism. In the early phase of nationalism, writers like Raja Rao
and Mulk Raj Anand were very much tied to the idea of a unified, monolithic India, whose novels
like Kanthapura (1938) and Untouchable (1935) were examples of what Elleke Boehmer terms as
narratives that had “the capacity to project communal wholeness, to enact nationalist wish-
fulfilment in the text, and to provide role models”.*® These nationalistic texts were consciously
about nation-building. They were not only commentaries on contemporary developments, but
also attempts to find ways to make the “nation-in-thc-making” work so that true nationhood
might emerge. While Untouchable advocates Marxism for a utopian nation, the more idealistic
text Kanthapura idolizes Gandhi and his vision of India. This period of dynamic nationalism gave
rise to a literature which tended to portray the idealism of the anti-colonial struggle and the

involvement of the people in it.
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Another significant feature in which the earlier writers writing in English differ from the
later writers of the Rushdie generation is the gap between the complex and conflicting reality of
the nation aid its literary representation. Their overt enthusiasm in ‘projecting an essentialized,
quintessential “Indianness” and a pan-Indian situation, led their writings towards rarefied
ideological constructs, andin the words of Meenakshi Mukherjee, “to a certain flattening out of
the complicated and conflicting contours, the ambiguous and shifting relations that exist between
individuals and groups in a plural community”.*” Writing in the colonial language, Mukherjee
contends that the writer keenly feels the pressureto prove her/his loyalty to the nation. It is this
pressure that produces the“anxiety” in the writer to prove her “Indianness” as a “compensatory
act” for the “supposed alienness/elitism of the language”*®

The works of Raja Rao provide an instruciive instance of the constructionof narratives
with clearly identifiable indigenous concerns. In Kanthapura, apart from the obvious nationalist
theme, Rao experiments with the English language as well as with conventional narrative modes

to produce a nativized narrative mode that he believes to be more conduciveto his indigenous

themes. In The Serpent and the Rope (1960), the concern with narrativizing the nation leads to an

equation of the nation’s“essence” with religion and spirituality. As Rumina Sethi, in her
- fulllength study of Rao notes, in Rao’s later works “the romance/metaphysicalfar outweighs the
history/nationalistic model”.*® Thus, instead ofworking on a literature drawing from an
engagement with the broaderculture and its history (as Kanthapura, in many senses was), Rao
started equating India with only its spiritual aspects, and the spiritual with just the esoteric
Brahamanical world-view.

Other writers, in varying degrees, echo a similar preoccupation with identity that often
manifests itself in what has come to be termed as the“East-West” theme. The demarcation of
cultures, implicit in the genre, helps reinforce the indigenous identity of the writer. G. V.

Desani’s All About H. Hatterr (1948), a highly stylized, allegory of the psychology ofthe colonial

subject, for instance, would be an ideal candidate for thegenre of “East-West” novcls.

R. K. Narayan’s novels self-consciously stray away from political concerns and
ideologies.Set in the fictional town of Malgudi and concerned as they are with characters
involved in the humandrama of life, his lay claimnot to this or that geographical region or social
issue but to the whole of India and its “timeless” concerns. Delightful as Narayan’s novels are, it

does not help to overlook that the allegedly quintessentially “Indian” world of Malgudi is after all
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Hindu, its ethos, upper-caste, its values resistant to change, not only from contact with the West,
but also from indigenous political movements.

Unlike Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand who was deeply influenced by Marxist theory and
social movements, attempts to represent the plight of the underprivileged sections in his novels

like The Untouchable (1935) and Coolie (1936). Similarly, Kamala Markandya tries to

foreground the sufferings of the poor Indian woman in her works like Nectar in a Sieve (1954).

Yet, even in these novels that avow social realism, the representation of a community functioning
in various local and specific registers is sacrificed in favor of the anxiety to present a pan-Indian
situation. Once again, the need to portray “Indianness” takes precedenceover an engagement with
the lived reality of community and individual experiences.

But anti-colonial nationalism has always been marked by internal contradictions, and
postcolonial nations were and still remains, in the words of Szeman, “zones of instability” (the
title of her book). This is evident even in the early nationalistic texts like those of Anand and
Rao. Peter Morey says that, even though idealistic about the “nation-in-the-making”, “As national
allegories in Jamesonian terms, Muik Raj Anand’s and Raja Rao’s texts make certain
strategically necessary elisions. The myth of national unity is confronted by India’s

polymorphous, polyglot reality”. As such, both in Kanthapura and Untouchable the attempts “to

imagine the nation as a unit are constantly hindered by the intrusion of India as she is, stratified
and segregated by caste and community, rather than as the nationalist project would wish her to
be”.*

Thus the concept of nationalism is a bit perplexing especially in the case of India, which
is a symbol of variegated colours, diverse regions and cultures. The theories of nation and
nationalism fail to some extent when applied to India. Deep-seated communal antipathy fostered
by British imperialism, frequent regional and communal clashes and differences of history,
language and culture in different regions have kept the denizens divided. The question then arises
as to what type of nation is India, when its basic constituents arc relentlessly struggling against
each other. The failure to efface the past on the parts of the Indians is still at best demonstrated in
its political affairs where “present politics are shaped by conceptions of the past”. From the
earliest stage of its career, representation of the nation in Indian English writings has always been
“predicated on the simultaneous exposure and emasculation of religious, cultural and ethnic

differences”.*!
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The years since 1947, when India led the way for other colonial states into post-colonial
independence, has been marked by the simultancous deferral of pre-independence nationalist
utopias. This is a case not unique to India alone. The sense of “anticlimactic betrayal of the
promise of freedom in decolonization” and the consequent subordination of the nation-people “to
particularistic state imperatives” has been experienced by most of the decolonized nations, and a
great deal has been written about it.**

In her book Zones of Instability: Literature, Postcolonialism, and the Nation, Imre

Szeman argues that the birth of the postcolonial nation was a historical necessity, and while its
relation to modernity was equally inevitable, the process of definition began rather than ended at
that moment. Independence and the transfer of power to the new “nation” were at best a
compromise, and no sooner was that achieved than cracks and fissures began to appear

everywhere.*® In spite of his defense of nationalsim in his book Imagined Communities, Benedict

Anderson highlights the “opposition between the spontaneous dynamism of resisting peoples and
their institutional capture by the techne of reactionary class and state apparatuses”.** He argues
that in its initial emergence, the nation is a mass-based imagined political community induced by
a constellation of historical forces in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, such as
the rise of print capitalism and a new mode of homogeneous empty time. But to this pioneering
style of emancipatory popular national consciousness, he counterposes a second style of
nationalism—the reactionary official nationalism deployed by European dynastic states to
naturalize themselves in response to the challenges of popular nationalism. The problems of
postcolonial nationalism are then explained in terms of a Janus-like modulation between good
and bad, popular and statist models of nationalism adopted by each decolonizing nation after it
achieves statehood.

“Often,” Anderson writes, “in the ‘nation-building’ policies of the new [decolonized]
states one sees both a genuine, popular nationalist enthusiasm and a systematic, even
Machiavellian, instilling of nationalist idcology through the mass media, the educational system,
administrative regulations, and so forth... One can thus think of many of these nations as projects
the achievement of which is still in progress, yet projects conceived more in the spirit of Mazzini
than that of Uvarov”.*’ Decolonizing nationalism is thus a spontaneous project of becoming that
is perverted in the aftermath of independence, when the postcolonial nation becomes possessed

by the state it thinks it controls.
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According to Bill Ashcroft, “The nation-state has been critiqued in post-colonial analysis
largely because the post-independence, postcolonized nation, that wonderful utopian idea, proved
to be a focus of exclusion and division rather than unity; perpetuating the cldss divisions of the
colonial state rather than liberating national subjects”.*¢ In India also, the situation was the same.
The nationalistic fervour gradually lost its sway as corruption and failures of government and its
bureaucracies became overwhelming. The “nation-in-the-making” with all its pre-independence
possibilities and hopes came to be challenged by a degenerated form of politics interested in the
immediate electoral gains, especially after the death of Nehru in 1964. The Nehruvian secular
nation-state was seriously challenged by revived communalism in the guise of Hindu nationalism
(of which the lowest point was reached with the destruction of the Babri Mosque at Ayodhya in
1996). The forces of religious and communal identification were weakening the ideals of
secularism enshrined in anti-colonial nationalism. Of course, the situation was no different in all
the three countries that finally emerged in the sub-continent after the end of colonization.
Although, as van Schendel says, liberation nationalism may have won the war of independence in
the Indian subcontinent, it has failed miserably to win the peace that followed in all three
countries.*’

Another dangerous tendency that contributed to the disillusion to the nationalist narratives
of the nation is the attempt of this narrative to curtail the proliferation of those voices and
histories that problematize the imagining of a homogenous nation. In the name of unity and solid
marker of the nation, certain class, cultural and gender identities are taken to be representative of
some essential Indianness, and made to stand for the whole nation, and those outside such an
imaginary risk marginalization and, in extreme cases, victimization. This exclusive narrative of
the nation came to be challenged by a more inclusive one since the 1980s, with both
historiography and fiction trying to represent the fragmentary vision of the nation. Both
historiography and imaginative writings were mourning the loss of the secular ideals and
degencration in the democratic structurcs of the nation under those forces which were threatening
its plural, polyglot, identity. This mourning also activated the stimulus for the search for
alternatives appropriate for a country like India, and the result was this fragmentary vision.
Gyanendra Pandey eloquently speaks about this “fragmentary” point of view in revisionist
historiography and its importance in resisting the drive for homogenisation.”® Adopting this

fragmentary point of view involves excavating and recuperating previously unheard or
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suppressed voices and histories of people and communities, and providing them political and
discursive space in the narratives of the nation. In the previous chapter, we have seen how the
writers are doing it as far as histoiy is concerned.

The biggest blow to the social-democratic ideals of the nation came in the guise of the
Emergency imposed by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi in 1975. This was undoubtedly the lowest
point in the history of postcolonial India. This state of Emergency, which was declared by Mrs.
Gandhi solely to protect her political position, resulted in the mass arrest of opposition leaders,
the cancellation of elections, a ban on strikes and the suspension of press freedom. It led to brutal
violations of human rights which culminated in the infamous policies of indiscriminate slum-
clearance and enforced sterilization. Thousands were detained without trial and a series of totally
illegal and unwarranted actions followed involving untold human misery and suffering. This
nightmarish period in Indian history has heen the focus of many novels written in the 1980s and
90s.

All this undesirable and degrading happenings caused in the minds of the national
intelligentsia a general sense of disenchantment with the lofty idealism of the anti-colonial
moment and disillusionment about the nation’s political destiny. At this historical juncture, for
the Indian English writer, the imaginative possibilities for the construction of a homogenous
national community were rather meagre. Instead an engagement with the socio-political travails
of the young nation as well as a re-evaluation of the failing ideals of nationalism appeared to be
the more desirable alternative.

It is in this scenario that writers like Rushdie, Sealy, Tharoor, Kesavan, Mistry, Chandra
and others emerged. It is during this volatile historical period that the anxiety of nationalism and
the idea of a solid, homogeneous nation came to be subjected to scrutiny and rejection by some
IE writers. The 1980s witnessed a boom in what Priya Joshi terms as “nationsroman”.** While

Midnight’s Children remain the seminal work of the national allegory, there have been several

novels since then which evince, to various degrees, an interest in the idea and the structure of the

national narrative—significant among them are I. Allan Sealy’s The Trotter-Nama, Shashi

Tharoor’s The Great Indian Novel, Vikram Chandra’s Red Earth, Pouring Rain, and Mukul

Kesavan’s Looking through Glass. Joshi, however, points out that
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...the most striking feature of this wave of ‘nationsroman’ is exactly how
unnationalistic they are. Unlike Bankim’s unmistakable albeit contradictory
nationalisim or Tagore’s more probirig version of almost a century later, the
English novelists of the 1980s seem more elegiac over than celebratory of the
nation. These are national novels, yes; but hardly nationalist ones.>® (ltalics in

original)

The unnationalistic stance of the writings of the last two decades reflect the suspicion and
at times, outright disavowal of nationalism because of its exclusivist, hegemonic, statist,
bourgeois nature. It is the alliance with a statist version of nationalism that has made it hard for
Indian English writers of the earlier generations to engage with the “present” of ihe nation’s
history.in the Indian subcontinent, nationalism indeed emerged as a progressive force that voiced
the interests and aspirations of the whole nation, cutting across all social boundaries, by
identifying the common enemy—British imperialism. However, after political independence,
because of the nature and composition of its national bourgeoisie, nationalism in India
increasingly started acquiring an exclusive elitist character.

In the conclusion of Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World, Partha Chatterjee rejects

cultural nationalism as a discourse that inevitably ends up as a statist ideology. He argues that in
the Third World, anticolonial cultural nationalism is the ideological discourse used by a rising but
weak indigenous bourgeoisie to co-opt the popular masses into its struggle to wrest hegemony
from the colonial regime, even as it keeps the masses out of direct participation in the governance
of the postcolonial state.

Frantz Fanon, writing in the context of the Algerian liberation struggle in the late 1950’s
and early 1960’s, identifies common pitfalls of the cosmopolitan intellectual/artist searching for a
unified and consolidated sense of national culture. A national culture, with its immense plurality
and complexity, however, offers no simplified and unitary translation that the intellectual desires.
Fanon’s famous dictum, “culture abhors simplification” is directed against this cosmopolitan
intellectual or artist, who in his desire (anxiety) to identify with his people, ends up instead

producing a narrative of exoticism:
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When at the height of his intercourse with his people, whatever they were or
whatever they are, the intellectual decides to come down into the common paths of
real life, he only brings back from his adventuring, formulas which are sterile’in
the extreme. He sets a high value on the customs, traditions and the appearances of
his people; but his inevitable painful experience only seems to be a banal search
for exoticism... The culture that the intellectual leans towards is often no more
than a stock of particularisms... Culture has never the translucidity of customs; it

abhors all simplification.”

Fanon’s caustic but astute characterization of the cosmopolitan intellectual’s misguided
sense of national culture is deeply relevant to static, nationalistic depiction of “Indianness” in the
writings of Rao, Anand and Narayan. As discussed earlier, this body of literature, in its deep
anxiety to be nationalistic, ends up projecting certain static cultural symbols as the national
culture.

In a dialogic move that synthesizes the demands of both nation and culture, he contends
that it is the myriad practices of a people, in its constant struggle to define itself amidst chaos and
instability, that we have the emergence of a “national culture”. It is this Fanonesque sense of
national consciousness that foreground the many voices in which the nation speaks—voices
appropriated and marginalized within the discourse of nationalism—that has been prominently
missing in Indian English writings until the 1980’s.

During a period when the very idea of the nation was undermined by internal fissures,
conflicts and contradictions, and the legitimacy of nationalism was in crisis, the novel in India

has had, according to Kavila Matthai:

To confront an authoritarian state-sponsored version of national identity and the
erosion of the idealism that had accompanied nationalism... In a situation where
the official version is the only one, purporting to be the authentic version as well,

the role of literature becomes crucial in releasing alternative version.*

The alternative picture of India projected by the writers of the Rushdie generation is one

which is different from the one projected by nationalist metanarrative. The picture that comes out
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is ironic, subversive, fragmentary, riddled with cracks and fissures and fast disintegrating like
Saleem's body; it is an India which is unruly and beyond simplistic categorization like the unruly,
hybrid bodies in Sealy’s novel; it is an India that is made up not ol one single piece but of -
numerous fragments like the shards of memories and strands of stories in the novels of Ghosh,
Deb, Sealy; an India which is plural and heteroglot, which is uncontainable and constantly

evolving like the unending, ever-expanding stories in Red Earth and Pouring Rain and The Great

Indian Novel and Midnight's Children. Finally, the image of India in that these writers paint is not

celebratory but elegiac; it is a nation that has squandered its potential and possibilities, sometimes

wantonly and sometimes accidentally.

Pranav Jani, in his recent book Decentering Rushdie (2010), asserts the now
acknowledged fact that the shift of focus from nation-building to nation-mourning in Indian
English novels occurs in the aftermath of Indira Gandhi’s Emergency in 1975. He calls those
novels written in the early decades of independence “namak-halal cosmopolitan novels”. These
novels, according to him “associate themselves with the national projcct, however critically” and
“often exhibited and encouraged in their audiences what i call ‘namak-halaal cosmopolitanism,’
a cosmopolitanism that remained ‘true to its salt’ in that it was oriented toward and committed to
the nation as a potentially emancipatory spacc”.53 He writes how the intellectual environment and
cultural and political radicalism of those decades from the 1930 to the 60s sustained this namak-
halal cosmopolitanism in the writings. He goes on to distinguish these novels from the

postnational novels that emerged in the 1980s:

It is only after the Emergency and the crackdown on democracy and popular
struggle conducted by Nehru’s daughter, under the aegis of “secularism” and
“socialism” no less, that we see English-novelists look away from the nation as a
potential site for fulfilling the promises of decolonization. The ongoing
inequalities in postcolonial India since then, brought about by the neoliberal
strategies of development, communalist politicé, and heightened militarism that
were engendered in the early 1980s, have only served to deepen the postnational

turn among Indian novelists working in English.>*
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While discussing the representation of the nation by these writers, this chapter is
structured around three distinct thematic concerns common to these texts. In the preceding
section, we have outlined the relationship between nationalism and Indian English writing as well
as the socio-political scenario of India which brought about a deep sense of disillusionment
among the intelligentsia as well the common people in recent times. As products of a particular
historical time when the democratic ethos of the country was under tremendous strain, these
novels depict the sense of disenchantment, its causes, and question the very validity or legitimacy
of the concept of the nation-state. In the next section that follows we shall examine how these
texts questions the legitimacy and validity of the postcolonial nation-state and nationalism, and
how they equate this illegitimacy of the nation-state as a derivative discourse. The legacy of
colonialism and imperialism was continued by the postcolonial elite, and it was the cause of
consequent failure of the nation-state in delivering the promise of freedom and liberty. The
novels on the Partition makes it abundantly clear that the very claim of the nationalist narrative of
a unified, legitimate nation-state collapsed in the facc of communal violence, bloodshed which
accompanied the arbitrary and divisive cartographic politics. The Partition, the very moment of
the birth of the nation, destroyed one of the most revered foundations of the nation: that is, the
idea of a stable community, the feeling of shared heritage and belonging—all of which were
destroyed by the arbitrarily created boundaries. Secondly, we shall look at the theme of failure
and betrayal of the postcolonial nation-state in the texts. With illustrations from the texts, the
following sections show how these writers go on charting the failure of the nation and lament the
rotting away of all the promises and expectations of a nascent republic betrayed by the ruling
elites. Finally, an attempt has been made to see these texts as counter-narratives to the national
narratives in that they imagine a different India—where the margins of the nation are given space
of “enunciation”, and consequently they counter the ideas of authenticity, purity of national

identity inherent in nationalist construction of India, and present a polyglot, hybrid India, a truer

India.
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I1.

In"an essay entitled “The Riddle of Midnight: India; August 19877, written to
commemorate the fortieth anniversary of Indian independence, Rushdie asked, “Does India

exist?” and then went on to answer this question himself:

It’s when you start thinking about the political entity, the naticn of India, the thing
whose fortieth anniversary it is, that the question starts making sense. After all, in
all the thousands of years of Indian history, there never was such a creature as a
united India. Nobody ever managed to rule the whole place, not the Mughals, not
the British. And then, that midnight, the thing that had never existed was suddenly
‘free’. But what on earth was it? On what common ground (if any) did it, does it,

stand?>>

All through his writing career, Rushdie has written about India both in his fictions and his
non-fictions. India remains for him the prime concern and focus.’® The idea of India as it

transpires in Midnight's Children is completely different from what was trumpeted to be at the

moment of its birth. It is an India riddled with many maladies and tottering towards
disintegration. The erosion of the secular, public sphere, the troubled legacies of colonialism, the
rise of internal dissents regarding religion, language, history, the rise of Mrs. Gandhi and the
sense of betrayal of all the utopian dreams and possibilities of nationalism—all of these have
been charted by Rushdie in the novel.

Midnight’s Children is the offspring of a period in Indian history when the idea of the

nation was in deep crisis. Revisionist historiography as practised by the Subaltern Studies group
were interrogating Indian nationalism and and the role of the nationalist elite. This crisis of the
concept of nation was further aggravated by the dictatorial excesses under the rule of Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi. Subaltern Studies were conceived in the aftermath of Indira Gandhi’s
dictatorial Emergency rule of 1975-77, and Rushdie was also writing his novel under the dark
shadows of the Emergency. In an Interview with John Haffenden, Rushdie said: “The book was
conceived and begun during the Emergency, and I was very angry about that. The stain of it is on

the book. The Emergency and the Bangladesh war were the two most terrible events since
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Independence, and they had to be treated as the outrageous crimes that they were”. 7 The novel
exposes the faisity and irrelevance of the nationalist myth of a secular, all inclusive nation; it
charts the failures of the postcolonial nation-state in its promises and looks for new metaphors of

nationhood. In its own fantastic ways, Midnight's Children reveals the constructedness, mythic,

and provisional nature of the nation and history. Finally, equating the fate of the nation with that
of the protagonist Saleem, Rushdie attempts to write his own version of the history of the nation,
which is plural, hybrid, and heteroglossic.

Saleem, born at the instance of India’s independence from Britain, becomes inextricably
linked with the political, national, and religious events of his time. Rushdie is relating Saleem’s
generation of “midnight’s children” to the generation of Indians with whom he was born and
raised. Saleem realizes that as a product of postcolonial India, his identity is fragmented and
multifarious in nature; and his story represents the plural identities of India and the fragmented

search for self through memory. J. M. Kane says:

Saleem is the new nation. He is consequently a “swallower of lives” in many
senses (11): as the admittedly tendentious fabulist; as the exemplar of a
grotesquely ill family; as the multivocal, diversely bodied Indian state; and as an
alternate, magical ruler of the nation and its mocking, victimized populace. These

levels of significance merge in Rushdie's allegorical history of twentieth-century

India.>

Kane also finds Rushdie to use the figure of Saleem to produce a critique of “the nationalist
conception of the new country as an essential totality”; however, Kane reads the “allegorization
of history” through the metaphor of Saleem's body rather than his role as a failed epic hero.”
Saleem acts as the vehicle of Indian nationality, but his genesis—his mixed parentage and
multiple genealogies— makes a mockery of the unitary, coherent idea of poslcoldnial Indian
nationalism, and it debunks conceptions of blood and race as the unifying constituents of national
identity.%

Saleem ironically turns out to be an Anglo-Indian, the illegitimate son of a devious
colonizer and a poor Hindu woman, Vanita. Hence, it can be said that if Aadam Aziz (Saleem’s

grandfather) embodies the established narrative of Indian History, then this alternative genealogy
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expresses dissatisfaction with national history and a rejection of the Indian nation state itself as
the bastard product of England’s violation of the subcontinent. In other words, Rushdie seems to
be arguing that the new state that cameinto being on 15 August 1947 was Indian in its cdlour,
composition and make-up, but its pedigree was unmistakably British. As a recent critic, Nandini

Bhattacharya has pointed out:

In the figure of Saleem (whom Nehru calls the mirror of the nation), Rushdie also
attacks the concept of the nation as a pure, essential and unchanging space,
comprising of a group of homogenous people moving towards a common destiny.
As a ‘monster’ born of triple mothers—the Hindu Vanita, the Muslim Amina and
the Christian Mary—and three fathers—the departing colonialist Methwold, the
street musician Wee Willie Winkie and businessman Ahmed Sinai—Saleem

represents the new-born nation in all its heterogeneity, and bewildering plurality.®'

Regarding national culture, Fanon focuses on the effects of the hegemonic devices used
by the colonizers to obliterate the culture of the colonized and the resulting desire of the
colonized to unite under a homogenous national identity and culture.A national culture is
predicated upon the assumption and expectation thatthe inhabitants of the colonized country must
“authentically” represent their native culture.®> But Rushdie resists such assumptions and is
against being pigeonholed to one particular culture. According to him, authenticity is “the
respectable child of old-fashioned exoticism” which “demands that sources, forms, style,
language and symbol all derive from a supposedly homogenous and unbroken tradition”.*®

Therefore he makes Saleem a bastard, hybrid child with inauthentic lineage, thereby mocking at

one of the most scared myth of nationalist construction of nationhood.

In The Great Indian Novel Shashi Tharoor also emphasizes the hybrid character of
modern India. At the samc time, he mediates this picture of the postcolonial nation through
allusions and intertextual interactions of colonial texts and Indian oral narratives. Tharoor’s

method is explained by Ralph J. Crane:

His view, which dependson the acceptance of a shared commonwealth,

particularly ashared commonwealth of literature and language, offers amore
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inclusive way of mediating India, one that embraces andindigenises the
conventions of Raj fiction while refusing to beconfined by a too rigid

interpretation of irdigeneity.**

Tharoor discards the idea of an unbroken, authentic tradition, and in place of it, he insists
on a shared British-Indian history. His allusions imply that modern India has emerged from a
variety of contexts including arecent colonial or British Indian one, rather than from any pure
indigenous context. Tharoor explains, “My allusions are not only to Indian myths, ancient and
modern. | have tried, both in the chapter headings and in stray referencesthroughout the text, to
take account of other fictional attempts todepict the Indo-British encounter”.®® The title of the
second book, “The Duel With the Crown”, for example, is a pun on the title ofthe first volume of

Paul Scott's Raj Quartet, The Jewel in the Crown, which recalls India's colonial relationship with

theBritish Crown, while simultaneously suggesting that Scott's presentation of that relationship
will be problematized byTharoor's response to it. Amongst other things, then, this novel reminds
us of the need to “re-examine all received wisdom about India”®, British or Indian. As Gayatri
Spivak says, an all-inclusive historical perspective must take into account the reality of the
colonial connections of postcolonial India, even though such a perspective goes against what
“indigenous theory” maintains.®’

The mixed historical parentage of modern India is represented in the person of Draupadi,
has a mixed parentage: she is the product of the unholy union between Nehru and Edwina, the
union of the decolonizing state and the empire. Draupadi, like Saleem in Rushdie’s Midnight’s
Children, is an embodiment of India in its hybrid character. While Saleem carries the multitude
within him and is a “swallower of lives”, Draupadi is a “boundless spirit” which cannot be
contained: “But to tie that boundless spirit to any one man—it would be a crime; it would
diminish and confine her, and all of us” (TGIN 311). So, though Draupadi is won by Arjun, she is
shared by the five Pandavas who personify “the hopes and limitations of each of the national
institutions they served” (TGIN 319).

Both Rushdie and Tharoor’s allegorical presentation of India as an illegitimate child of
British colonialism and anti-colonial nationalism brings into focus an issue that is of crucial
significance in postcolonial context—the issue of legitimacy and derivativeness of postcolonial

nationalism—an issue that finds its way into the literary realm. The Indian sub-continent is the
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crucial site of postcolonial nation-building, asthe successor state struggles with building the
nation that can give it legitimacy. Political independence meant that the successor state not only
inhérited a vast geographical “space under its direct or indirect rule, but also political
institutions—courts, parliaments, police, civil service, modern military formations—that continue
to maintain state authority. Although theseinstitutions were inevitably changed by their
translation from a metropolitanpower to its colonies, and further by the abuses of power and the
pressures ofindigenous politics in the successor states, their continuance serves to providea model
of legitimacy and thus to tie postcolonial reality to European modesof thought.

Nationalism was a potent force in providing the energy in anti-colonial national agitation.
Anti-colonial nationalism, in the words of Benita Parry, “did challenge, subvert and undermine
the ruling ideologies, and nowhere more so than in oveithrowing the hierarchy of
coloniser/colonised, the speech and stance of the colonised refusing a position of subjugation and
dispensing with the terms of the coloniser’s definitions”.?® But, it starts losing its force when it
becomes a mere political weapcn in the hands of the postcolonial ruling elites who uses, or rather
abuses, it to maintain power and narrow self-serving agendas. In the postcolonial scenario, it is
often seen that the dynamism of anticolonial, popular and mass-based nationalism is becomes
elite and exclusive by its “institutional capture by thetechne of reactionary class and state
apparatuses” of the decolonizing nation once it achieves statechood.®® Therefore, the very question
of political legitimacy of the idea of the nation and nationalism is brought to the fore nowadays,
and postcolonial writing is marked by this insistent interrogation.

Postcolonial theorists and thinkers have come to acknowledge that there is a “paradox at
the heart of anticolonial nationalism”.”’ Because of its European, colonial genesis, nation-ness or
nationalism tends to lose their creative potential when practised by postcolonial societies.
Nineteenth century nationalism and imperialism was the two sides of the same coin, and this
nationalism was predicated upon a relationship of antagonism and rivalry between the ruling elite
in competitive European nation-states. Anderson calls the birth of “official nationalism”™—an
enterprise which combined dynasticism and nation-ness to expand or stretch “the short, tight skin
of the nation over the gigantic body of the empire”.”" Anderson calls all subsequent nationalisms
as pirated versions of the original “at best, surreptitious and vaguely unlawful enterprises posing

or masquerading as the real thing”.”

148



Partha Chatterjee finds that the imagining of nation-ness or the project of nation-making
in colonies like India is vitiated by the anxieties of imitativeness. In this regard, Indian
nationalism is just a poor copy or derivation' of European post-Enlightenrent discourse. He calls
nationalism a “derivative discourse”, “a different discourse, yet one that is dominated by
another”.” Chatterjec points out the symbiosis of nationalism and imperialism and says that the
former is just a copy of an oppressive structure.”

The dilemmas of revolutionary nationalism as highlighted by Anderson and Chatterjee are
further discussed by Ania Loomba who has argued, from a gender perspective, that anticolonial
nationalism also perpetuated colonial perspectives and practices of gender relations.”
Nationalism, necessary to the struggle against colonialism, was also a product of the latter both
historically and in the ideological baggage it carried into the postcolonial period.

The issues of derivativeness of nationalism and symbiosis of anti-colonial freedom and
colonialist discourse are crucial for postcolonial sites like India. It is argued by scholars like
Chatterjee that the moment Indian nationalism embarked on a project of indigenous self-

modernisation, it announced its suicidal compromise with the colonial order:

It thus produced a discourse in which, even as it challenged the colonial claim to
political domination, it also accepted the very intellectual premises of ‘modernity’

on which colonial domination was based.’®

Indian nationalism simply followed a discourse whose “meanings are fixed by the lexical and
grammatical system provided by...the theoretical framework of post-Enlightenment rational
thought”.” Thus the fault lines of Indian nationalism emerged at the very moment of its
conception. Rushdie and Tharoor expose this derivative nature of the very foundation of Indian
nation-state.

This theme of derivativeness of the idca of nationalism and its subsequent development as
spoken of by Partha Chatterjee is taken up by many of the novelists of the postcolonial era. The
derivativeness of this discourse and its oppressiveness are exposed by Rushdie and Ghosh in their
novels. The continuation of the colonial legacy in state affairs of the newly independent state and
the capture of power by an elite section, which puts a big question mark in the legitimacy of

postcolonial nation-state, is shown by Rushdie in Midnight’s Children symbolically in the
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transfer of the Methwold estate. In the novel, William Methwold is an Englishman who
reluctantly prepares to sell his estate in Bombay before he departs from India. He finally decides
to sell it to a select group of the city’s Indian elite. He explains to Ahmed: “My notion is to stage
my own transfer of assets...Select suitable persons...hand everything over absolutely intact: in
tiptop working order” (MC 97). These “suitable persons” are Ahmed Sinai, Saleem’s father, a
representative of the world of business; Homi Catrack, film-magnate and racehorse-owner, a
representative of the world of entertainment; Ibrahim Ibrahim, one of the ‘idle rich’; Dubash, the
physicist, a representative of the world of science and technology; Dr. Narlikar a representative
of the professional classes; and Commander Sabarmati, a high-flyer in the navy, a representative
of the armed forces.

He sells his Estate, consisting of four identical houses named after palaces in Europe, on
two conditions: that the houses be bought with the entire contents which were to be retained by
the new owners; and that the actual transfer takes place at midnight on 15 August 1947, the
moment of Independence for India. The transfer of assets at Methwold’s estate is thus both a
metaphor for and a parody of the political transfer of power that was happening in India at the

time. Goonetilleke says:

... [Methwold] is only attempting to control India through imposing Western
patterns of culture—and, consequently, behaviour—on the power elite of post-
Independence India. Actually, the subtext has it that power has been transferred to

those already inclined towards the West, the Anglicized Indians.™

As discussed before, the question of legitimacy and authenticity of the nation-state is put
to question by Rushdie and Tharoor through the ways in which the nation is shown to be born of
illegitimate or mixed parentage. This highlights the fact that has been argued by various
postcolonial critics who speak of the derivativeness of postcolonial nation-state or its complicity
with colonial legacy and European origin. The legitimacy of the nation-state in India is further
put to question because the very foundational moment, that is, the independence on the sub-
continent begins in blood-bath and appalling slaughter that accompanied the partitioning of India
and Pakistan. The end of British colonialism came with a terrible price. Even though this tragedy

has its origins in the British policy of divide and rule, as well as in the squabbles and ambitions of
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pre-independence politicians, they nevertheless cast doubt on the legitimacy of the successor
governments at the very moment of their origin. Although this moment was determined by the act
of renunciation of the British governmeént, its proclamation was by local politicians whose -
legitimacy came jointly from their long struggle and from the institutions they inherited.

The Partition of India destroyed not merely a state and its peace, but the possibility of a
postcolonial nation state that could go beyond the hierarchical relations of subjugation that had
denied the colonial subjects their freedom.The unspeakable acts of violence and cruelties visited
by neighbours and friends upon each other displayed the hideous face of nationalism that is based
on ideas and assumptions of exclusiveness of national identity which denies the strength of
diversity and complex interweavings of history. The Partition and its consequent and lingering
trauma represent the failure of imagination of people who could not overcome the pitfalls of the
exclusive construction of nationalism.

The utopian hopes and possibilities at the moment of the birth of the nation were stained
and maimed by mass migration, misery and bloodshed. The much-awaited “tryst with destiny”
had turned into a time of grief and horror as the subcontinent bled in the name of religion and
nationalism. The great Urdu poet, Faiz Ahmad Faiz lamented this collapse of the utopian

expectations and the pain and tragedy:

This stained, spattered light,
This night-bitten break of day

This surely is not the dawn we were waiting for. (“Subh-E-Azadi”) ”°

In the previous chapter, we have already discussed how Indian English Novels of the
1980s and 90s have narrativized the tragedy of Partition, and the ways in which they fill many
gaps and lacunas in historiographies surrounding the holocaust of Partition. Here, we shall
examince the ways in which these novels, through depicting the Partition as a motif, contest the
utopian longing of nationalism and the nationalist construction and narratives of the nation by
exposing the arbitrariness of the nation and national borders, tenuousness of secularism in a land
steeped in the history of primordial communal passions, and the destructive, bloody edifice of the
modern nation. The instability of the nationalist narrative that these partition narratives bring to

the fore is symptomatic of the nation/state itself.
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Amitav Ghosh’s novel The Shadow Lines presents one of the most scathing attack on the

concept of nationalism based on the binary structures of “us” and “them”, and exposes the
illcgitimacy of the nation-state built up on the foundation of illusive borders and violent border
creations. The novel emphatically repudiates the borders constituted by the Partition. In the
course of the narrative, the narrator comes to realize that these cartographic divisions are “the
shadow lines”, and that they are at once a source of immense violence and an absurd illusion,
especially in the reality of the Indian subcontinent. Nationalist narratives propagate the idea of
national identities by insisting upon difference with what lies across the border. But Ghosh calls
this “other” across the border our “mirror image”.

Thus, the very attempt at constructing a fixed, pure national identity distinct from our
“mirror image” is illegitimate and futile. On an allegorical levei, Ghosh shows this in the novel
through the partitioning of the grandmother's original home. This partition went through the
house in an arbitrary manner not making architectural sense but making this absurdist claim of
equality and fairness to both sides.

In the interview Ghosh says, “When [one] comes under pressure the first response is to
say the problem can be solved by division...An absolutely unipolitical culture is an impossibility.
It's enormously important for us to think of multiethnic states, because every state is multi-
ethnic”.*® National boundaries are constructed on ideologies of difference. These ideologies
create walls between communities and people, and the ‘others’ across the borders are frequently
demonized. Such ideologies employ the energies of religious fundamentalism; instil fear and
hostility in people’s psyche which continues to yoke the people of the subcontinent in a
relationship of negativity and inversion. The fact that people carry the partition walls in their
minds, and that they continue to affect people’s lives even after the real dispute is forgotten, can
be seen in the predicament of the grandmother. In the second section of the novel, she faces the
daunting experience of “coming home”.She is shocked to find out that borders are not something
tangible as she believed them to be. She hoped to sce, "trenches perhaps, or soldiers, or guns
pointing at each other...” In reality, realizes that the border takes the more abstract form of an
airport official, who will stamp her passport. The grandmother asks the embarrassing question:
“But if there aren't any trenches or anything, how are people to know? I mean, where’s the
difference then? And if there’s no difference both sides will be the same" (TSL 151). What she

cannot see, and what nationalist causes are frequently blind to, is that the “us” and “them”
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demarcation is based on differences not related to nationality but religion. The real situation is
one of Hindus against Muslims.

Ghosh emphasises the fact that borders are created to creaté nations in terms of territories,
and they are supposed to create a pure, distinct nation. But this logic defeats itself because in
reality borders divide people and create enduring traumas in the life of the nation. What Tridib’s
atlas demonstrates to the narrator, the lesson he learns after a harrowing seventeen year-long
search for the truth of Tridib’s death, is that in the ultimate analysis, borderlines, so sacred and
important for nationalist discourse, do not mean anything at all. By highlighting the fact that even
after the partition there might not be any “diffeience” between the two regions across the border,
the novel questions the ideology of nationalism through temporal and spatial images.

As Amitav Ghosh puts it in the interview mentioned above, “Today nationalism, once
conceived of as a form of freedom, is really destroying our world. It's destroying the forms of
ordinary life that many people know”.®! Partition, and its corollary of polarizing violence, has
become a recurring motif in the subsequent history of the subccentinent—*“all those [ ... ] dead
people—in Assam, the north-east, Punjab, Sri Lanka, Tripura—people shot by terrorists and
separatists and the army and the police” says Robi to the narrator in Ghosh’s novel (TSL 246). It
also makes “the idea of a pure, ‘ethnically cleansed’ national identity” all the more impossible.*?

The nation-state prevents the development of free exchange between peoples. While
commenting on Ghosh’s logic of drafting the politics of space in the novel, Mukherjee makes a

pertinent comment:

Amitav Ghosh would like to believe in a world where there is nothing in between,

where borders are illusions. Actually three countries get interlocked in Amitav

Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines—FEast Pakistan before it became Bangladesh,
England, and India—and people of at least three religions and nationalities
impinge upon one another’s lives and deaths. It is very much a text of our times
when human lives spill over from one country to another, where language and

loyalties cannot be contained within tidy national frontiers.*®

The titles of two separate parts in the novel, “Going Away” and “Coming Home” point to

the dilemma of space and place for the people of contemporary India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh.
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When the narrator’s grandmother tries to explain that in the past coming and going from Dhaka
had never been a problem and that no one ever stopped her, the narrator as a school boy jumps at
the ungrammatical expression of his grandmother and wonders why she could not make a

difference between coming and going:

Tha’mma, Tha’mma! I cried. How could you have ‘come’ home to Dhaka? You

don’t know the difference between coming and going! (TSL 152).

At this juncture, the nairator tries to share with the reader a deep rooted confusion and
chaos in the psyche of partition victims that face an era of barbed wires and checkpoints on their

old territory. The narrator infers:

Every language assumes a centrality, a fixed and settled point to go away from and
come back to, and what my grandmother was looking for was a journey which was
not a coming and a going at ail; a journey that was a search for precisely that fixed

point which permits the proper use of verbs of movement. (TSL 153)

The narrator is, at the same time, particularly concerned with the predicament of dogmatic Indian
nationalists who are obsessed with drawing lines and shutting doors on each other when in
history they were all one people. “Going away” and “Coming home” in the past was something
one could achieve without risking one’s life in the subcontinent; for Dhaka or Calcutta were

places to enter without showing any passports or identity card. Ghosh states:

the simple fact that there had never been a moment in the four-thousand-year-old
history of that map, where the places we know as Dhaka and Calcutta were more
closely bound to each other than after they had drawn their lines—so closely that
I, in Calcutta, had only to look into the mirror to be in Dhaka; a moment when
each city was the invented image of the other, locked into an irreversible

symmetry by the line that was to set us free—our looking-glass border. (TSL 233)
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Like The Shadow Lines, Deb's novel The Point of Return also exposes the arbitrariness of

borders and boundaries in the construction of nation and their imposed ideology for the sake of
nationalism which marginalizes those people who problematize the imagining of a homogénous,
solid nation. In the novel Deb reveals “....the manner in which a nation formed on a makeshift
operating table can continue to redefine itself through the enforcement of fresh boundaries,

internal as well as external”.®* Deb's novel has a lot of similarities with The Shadow Lines. Deb's

novel recalls Ghosh’s The Shadow Linesin its examination of migration and borders, as well as in
its dealing with the split personality ot Bengalis torn apart by partition.

Dr. Dam, whose parents came to India during the Partition of 1947, is a government
servant in the veterinary department groomed by the nationalism of the Indian frecdom struggie
and the legacy of the British colonial rule. Babu’s grandparents and father were the lucky ones
who escaped the terrible cataclysm by fleeing to undivided Assam. For the grandparents, these

geopolitical shifts meant nothing much as it did for Dr. Dam and his son Babu in the later years:

The burden of the partition, of finding a new way of life in the country that had
been fashioned so bloodily in 1947, he had left to his eldest son, my father. My
grandfather’s references to the home left behind as East Pakistan, decades after
East Pakistan had seceded from Pakistan to become the independent nation-state
of Bangladesh, revealed something more that a limited grasp of geopolitical shifts.
It showed that the landscape of his past would for ever be permanent and
unchanging, not something that was historical and therefore open to perpetual

revision but a place beyond the vagaries of time. (TPOR 26)

But Dr. Dam was well aware of these shifts, when during a night in 1971, alone in a
bungalow, he read the news of the war of Bangladesh: “....he had become emotional at the
thought of a war machine moving towards a land that for all the liberation to come would never
again be home....those place names that had been left behind the border of ’47.... Irrevocably
gone, like the matriculation certificate he never claimed because he did not have the required
fee?” (TPOR 110-111).

Speaking of how nations and communities represent and refigure themselves in the

aftermath of an exemplary moment of violence, Gyanendra Pandey remarks:
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Nations and communities that would be nations seems to deal with the moment of
violence... by the relatively simple stratagem of drawing a neat boiindary around
themselves, distinguishing sharply between ‘us’ and ‘them’, and pronouncing the

act of violence an act of the other or an act necessitated by a threat to the self.®

Borders of the nation were created to make a sharp distinction between the “outsiders” from the
“insiders”. This paranoia and the resultant violence and upheaval in the lives of people are
depicted by both Ghosh and Deb to show the illegitimacy of national borders.

In The Shadow Lines, Ghosh suggests that the antagonistic, separatist construction of

national boundaries epitomized by Partition forecloses syncretic possibilities for national and
cultural identity formation by instilling fear in the national consciousness. When Muslims
poisoned the water of Calcutta in 1964 as a protest against the communal crisis in Dhaka as
rumoured by the word-of-mouth, the narrator felt at that time that “our city had turned against us”
(TSL 203). Out of terror of riots, he could not even trust his Muslim friend Montu.Priya Kumar,
in her discussion of the novel as a trauma narrative says that “Ghosh endorses his belief in a
collective subcontinental subjectivity”.*® It is a subjectivity that lives under an overwhelming fear
of the “other”. As two cities in two different countries flare up in communal tensions, the narrator
gets a glimpse into this fear. He remembers fear suddenly filling the familiar space of his native

city:

It is a fear that comes of the knowledge that normalcy is utterly contingent, that
the spaces that surround one, the streets that one inhabits, can become, suddenly
and without warning, as hostile as a desert in a flash flood. It is this that sets apart
the thousand million people who inhabit the subcontinent from the rest of the
world—not language, not food, not music—it is the special quality of loneliness

that grows out of the fear of the war between oneself and one’s image in the
mirror. (TSL 204)
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The fear of the “other” which makes the nation create boundaries resulting in violence and
bloodshed is something that haunts the nation. But like the boundaries themselves this fear is
illusive, as all people are same; what one fears is the image Of oneself.

The fact that paranoia was very much a part of the India he served so eagerly was tirst
realized by Dr. Dam in Deb’s novel when the two Danish professors who had come to the town
to inspect the Indo—Danish Dairy Project, were suspected of being spies. Later, during the time
of turbulerce in the hills he once again realized that “...the nation he imagined being shored up
through the efforts of people like him was ultimately a fortress, that everywhere around him new
battle lines were being drawn and fresh groups of people were being defined as outsiders, borders
bristling with barbed-wire teeth” (TPOR 221).

One of the paramount characteristics of the ideology of nationalism is that it defines itself
in opposition to other countries across the border.’” Ghosh deplores the division of the
subcontinent by challenging and contesting the myth of nationalism on the Indian subcontinent,
which has erected walls among heterogeneous ethnicities in the false garb of freedom and liberty.
When Tridib’s brother Robi recollects Tridib’s death in Dhaka in a Bangladeshi restaurant in
England, fifteen years later, he expresses bitterly the cynicism towards the new nation states

which is seminal to Ghosh’s view of the present-day subcontinent:

And then I*think to myself, why don’t they draw thousands of little lines through
the whole subcontinent and give every little place a new name? What would it
change? It’s a mirage; the whole thing is a mirage. How can anyone divide
memory? If freedom was possible, surely Tridib’s death would have set me
free.(TSL 247)

In Deb’s novel The Point of Return, the narrator Babu also experiences this divisive logic

of nationalism and national boundaries. Babu for whom the town was the only home he ever
knew could not understand how people are suddenly divided between “us” and “them”, how in
the very town they came to be called “Dkhar”—foreign dogs: “What this meant was that by some
undefined process, the ‘we’ became composed exclusively of non-tribals, and the tribals who had
been part of my life since the age of six faded away, joining groups of their own” (TPOR 177).
The tribals wanted them to go back calling them Bangladeshis. But where could they possibly
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go? For “What had been left behind could not even be given a name” (TPOR 178) as new
boundaries and new nations emerged where once “home” was. Deb, in this way, like Ghosh in

The Shadow Lines, speaks about the legacy of partition and the contintied trauma of its violence

and rupture.

Official narrative of the nation-formation seeks to exclude difference and otherness. In the
case of the Partition of the Indian subcontinent, we can see how nation-formation was
accomplished through the Partition which illustrated the failure of the national wish to “livewith
differences”. On the role played by Partition in the national imagining of India, the historian

Sunil Khilnani observes:

Partition is thc unspeakable sadness at the heart of the idea of India: a [reminder]
that what made India possible also profoundly diminished the integral value of the
idea [...and...] the conviction that what defined India was its

extraordinarycapacity to accumulate and live with differences.®®

Khilnani argues that Indian nationalism sought to emphasize unity, but the nationalist logic of
exclusion, the Partition, and the resultant violence and its continuing trauma prompt a questioning
of dominant paradigms for the construction and representation of difference in national and
cultural contexts. The violent and continuing implications to thisday of Partition as the

foundational act of nation formation, foregrounded in The ShadowLines, What the Body

Remembers and Looking Through Glass exists as a motif in many partition narratives. The

destructive energies of religious fundamentalism which destroyed the utopia of a newly born
nation at the very moment of its birth have been highlighted by these partition narratives.

The violence of partition separates the successor states not only from their imperial past,
but also from the same precolonial traditions that gave legitimacy to the independence

movement. In What the Body Remembers, these costs of Partition are not simply chronicled in

the narrative, but are dramatised as both individual and communal loss. In the words of Bella

Stander, “Beyond being a compelling tale of individuals, What the Body Remembers offers a

gimlet-eyed view of a pluralistic society's disintegration into factionalism and anarchy. Though
the events of 1947 India are a half-world and half-century away, in light of the religious and

ethnic turmoil raging on Earth, they still have much to teach us”.%

158



One of the most terrible legacies that still haunt the subcontinent, and which poses the
biggest obstacle in imagining the nation in its fullness, is the culmination of communal hatred
" between people—Hindu vs. Muslim and vice versa or Muslims vs. Sikhs. Conflicts and divisions
between these religious factions were there even during pre-partition times. But “the terms used
to articulate conflicts betweenthese groups in this era were significantly altered by the
antagonistic, binary, rationale underlying Partition and acquired a violent, hostile intensity”.*® To

highlight this significant poini, Gatriel cites elaborately from Sudhir Kakar’s book The Colours

of Violence: Culturalidentities, Religion and Conflict (1996) where he writes that in pre-colonial
India, conflicts between Hindusand Muslims tended to be of a “religious” rather than a
“communal” nature.

Kakar asserts that while religion is “a matter ofpersonal faith and reverence for a
particular set of icons, rituals, and dogmas”, but communalism not only produces identification
witha religious community but, more significantly, the notion that the community’s
political,economic, social and cultural interests diverge from and conflict with those of other
communities.”! Kakar delves deep into the communal nature of Partition violence which
reinforced overarching identities such as “Muslim” and “Hindu”. Subsequently, these became
highly charged terms; eventoday, the nationalist rhetoric in both India and Pakistan continues to
range Muslims against Hindus, by playing them off as each other’s other.

The communally charged discourse produced by the colonials, and derived and adopted
by the nationalists during the time of the Partition, and its long-term consequences in the

postcolonial nation have been exposed by Mukul Kesavan in his novel Looking Through Glass.

Though he does not refer to the actual violence and scenes of bloodshed like Baldwin (or like
Sidhwa), we get to know it from the contemporary frame of reference of the narrator. Masroor,
who from the very beginning was suspicious of the divisive political rhetoric, produced a jigsaw
puzzle for planting doubt among people regarding the communal logic of the inevitable Partition.

The jigsaw contained the map of undivided India:

His maps were drawn to scale and they showed the political boundaries of India as
they were—before Partition, the death of the princely states and the birth of
linguistic provinces changed the shape of the country. Before, that is, Pakistan,

Bangladesh, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Gujarat and
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Orissa had happened... This was a map where a letter to Hyderabad could be
delivered in Sind. It showed each one of the innumerable political units that made
up India then: the kingdoms large and small, the huge presidencies and provinces
of British India, the tiny remains of miscarried empires: Goa, Pondicherry,

Chandernagore... (LTG 228-229).

Masroor’s map serves as a metaphor of mapping territories. It symbolizes angst and
harrowing of sensitive Indians who were disturbed by the idea of dividing the country. The rules
of the game as fixed by Masroor subtly reveal the consequent holocaust and continued fracture
and repeated border problems in the subcontinent because all these ruies were disregarded by

those who planned and executed the Partition in such a arbitrary manner:

(1) This is a difficult jigsaw so do not hurry or you might mislay a piece and never
conplete it. (2) The projections on eacn piece that slot into the corresponding cut-
outs on others are liable to tear because the paper is stiff and brittle. So handle
with care or parts of the map will stay detached. (3) The game can be played by
more than one player. You can ask another person to help you put the map
together (LTG 229).

The instruction emphasizes the complexity of the issue of the Partition. It was the destiny
of millions of people who were to be rendered homeless, uprooted or mutilated, physically and
mentally. It also alludes to the failure of the leaders to deliver the freedom and sense of home to
millions. The partition meant an abrupt end to a long, communally shared history and cultural
heritage, peaceful co-existence and extended feelings of fraternity. Nila Shah says, “Kesavan’s
narrative, by pointing towards the stark reality of the time, catechizes the concept of India and
articulates traumatic condition of silenced voices”.”

The loss of community, intensity of communal hatred and the fury of religious cleansing

during the Partition are represented in Partition texts like What the Body Remembers, Looking

Through Glass as well as earlier texts like Singh’s Train to Pakistan and Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-

Candy Man. The communal fury and violence overrode an ancient history and set both successor

states apart from the possibility of the modern nationhood that, in their different ways, they
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aspired to then and have pursued since. In reading Partition fictions we need to keep this fact in
mind.

That the néwly created nation could not solve many problems, and that borders and
boundaries, thought to be giving solidity to the concept of home, actually destroyed the
possibility of finding a home in the map of the nation for many people, are themes that are

explored by partition narratives like The Shadow Lines and The Point of Return, as by earlier

partition fictions like Train to Pakistan by Kushwant Singh. Novels like these displace the

concept of ‘the nation as home’ thereby provincialising the universality of the nation as ideal
community. The Partition had divided individuals along religious and national lines. The India
that might have been is destroyed by its own violence. The personal and public elements of
communal hatred and immense loss of human lives as depicted in these Partition novels are
testimony to the fact the promised long-cherished birth of the nation brought only rupture, and
that the promise of a nation was shattered, betrayed and wasted. All that is left is cracks, deaths,
for these writers to lament.

While the partition shattered the dream of a secular, peaceful state, the consequent growth
of the nation brought in further disappointments and discontents in the national life. There was a
perceptible decay of political ethos which was aggravated by rampant corruption and weakness of
the later politicians. By the 1970s, this feeling of discontent and disillusionment reached its peak.
It was felt that the promise of Independence and participatory, secular, democratic, welfare
governance was betrayed by the postcolonial elite who inherited power from the Raj. Sinister
growth of regional conflicts and religious intolerance, unequal economic development, various
secessionist movements, and above all the rise of the authoritarian, repressive state under Indira
Gandhi fuelled this sense of betrayal and disillusionment among the people and the intelligentsia.
The themes of betrayal by the postcolonial leaders and the deterioration of the democratic ethos

of the nation are the main focus in many novels produced in the 1980s and 90s, and it is the focus

of the next section.
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IV.

Rushdie’s Midnight's Children encompasses thirty years of Indian history—from 1947,

the year of its Independence to 1977. The main impulse behind his choice is clarified by him in

one of his statements:

It seems to me that the peiiod between 47 and ’77—the period from
independence to the Emergency—had a kind of shape to it; it represented a closed
period in the history of the country. That shape becomes part of the architecture of
the book.”

Rushdie sees a particular shape in this thirty year period which encompasses two momentous
events of Indian history: the Independence and the Emergency. That this shape is dependent upon

some kind of meaning he gives to it, is also suggested by Saleem in the novel:

....at the end of 1947, life in Bombay was as teeming, as manifold, as
multitudinously shapeless as ever...except that I had arrived; I was already
beginning to take my place at the centre of the universe; and by the time 1 had

finished, I would give meaning to it all (MC 126).

Rushdie’s meaning is grounded on the assumption that India as a nation, the newly independent
country is of a mythical character because it is the result of a collective dream a large number of
people of different communities and regions. Rushdie believes that the problems of the nation

after its birth are intimately connected with this:

India, the new myth—a collective fiction in which everything was possible, a

fable rivalled only by two other mighty fantasies: money and God (MC 111).
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Rushdie is also suggesting that the myth and the dream are fragile. This collective dream,
this myth or fiction of a unified nation always carries the danger of collapse. Through Saleem,
Rushdie ignores India’s past before 1947, because he thinks that it was mythical and imaginary.
But to counter this, he invents another India, which is also imaginary. While the first one is so
bad that it had better be forgotten, the second one is a country of hope and promise. It is a new
nation which deserves an epic written on it of which Saleem and the specially gifted children of
the midnight hour could be the heroes. But this myth and dream proved to be fragile; this fiction
and myth always carried within it the dangers of collapse. What ultimately results out of all the
hopes, dreams and gifts is failure, and Rushdie could write only “an epic of failure”.*

This epic failure of the promise of the new nation is shown by Rushdie through the
growth and ultimate collapse of the midnight’s children. These 1001 magical children, “fathered
by...history” (MC 117) were born with extraordinary powers, and they carried “...the seeds of a
future which would genuinely differ from anything the world had seen up to that time (MC 193).

Rushdie writes that the children suggested the new direction the country was supposed to take:

Midnight’s children can be made to represent many things, according to your point
of view: they can be seen as the last throw of everything antiquated and
retrogressive in our myth-ridden nation, whose defeat was entirely desirable in the
context of a modernizing, twentieth-century economy; or as the true hope of
freedom, which is now forever extinguished; but what they must not become is the

bizarre creation of a rambling, diseased mind. (MC 197)

The passage suggestively implies that Rushdie understands the post-1947 past of India from the
perspective of the late 1970s. Rushdie implies that in 1947, India got a chance to come out from
the shadows of myth and legend, to become a truly democratic country embracing the notions of
modernity and secularism, and thus turn into a land of promise and new dreams. He does not
want the children of promise to turn into “the bizarre creation of a rambling, diseased mind”.
They have to stand for the new qualities, though the task is risky and hazardous.

But the dangerous and deplorable past overtook the present, as the passing times began to
display many unhealthy tendencies. Regional loyalties, prejudices, and the relapse of the

government into the fabulous past during the times of Mrs. Indira Gandhi—all of this ate into the
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democratic, secular structure of the country. Saleem connects the collapse of democracy to the
corruption of the government by these old elements. Saleem says that the government under Mrs.
Gandhi fell ubder the ominbus spells of power and astrology. Saleem writes, “Benaisi seers help
to shape the history of India” because the “Indira Sarkar, like her father’s administration, consults
daily with purveyors of occult lore” (MC 379).

The high expectations at the moment of birth, both of Saleem and the new nation, were
undermined by disappointments and disasters. The personal tragedies and injuries of Saleem find
their parallel in the problems and disasters in India’s march towards the building of a secular
democracy. Independence gave rise to the “many-headed monstei” which suggests the rising tide
of communalism, regional hatred, language riots, Hindu fundamentalism, poverty etc. Rushdie’s
uneasiness regarding the fissiparous tendencies in India, noted at Independence, has reason to
deepen after it. For example, the language wars made him realize that the problems of hatred and
divisions were not over yet. Rushdie comes down heavily on the bifurcation of provinces in India
on the basis of language, by associating it with their dreams, produced by heat and characterized

by “fantasy; unreason; lust”. The language marchers of Bombay are in effects its victims.

The most serious consequence of the regional hatred was that it tainted the midnight’s
children who started taking after the adults as dissensions set in. This hatred led to other hatreds,

based on religion and class:

The rich children turned up their noses at being in such lowly company; Brahmins
began to feel uneasy at permitting even their thoughts to touch the thoughts of
untouchables; while among the low-born, the pressures of poverty and
Communism were becoming evident...and, on top of all this, there were clashes of
personality, and the hundred squalling rows which are unavoidable in a parliament

composed entirely of half-grown brats (MC 248).

The Midnight’s Children’s Conference fails to forge a unity and it disintegrates as; the
younger generation becomes a victim of the fissiparous tendencies of the nation. Apart from
Saleem, Shiva and Parvati—who are sufficiently individualized to become characters as such—

the rest of the children remain, in Rushdie’s words, “a kind of vague collective entity...a kind of
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metaphor of hope and possibility, which, one day, was destroyed. A metaphor of hope betrayed
and possibility denied”. (MC 6)

The despotic rule of Mrs. Indira Gandhi and her declaration of the Emergency destroyed

the hopes and promises symbolized by the children who were born along with the new nation:

...the truest, deepest motive behind the declaration of a State of Emergency was
the smashing, the pulverizing, the irreversible discombobulation of the children of
midnight (MC 412).

This undoing of the magical children and the wanton destruction of democratic ideals by Mrs.

Indira Gandhi were a kind of betrayal of the ideals democracy and freedom envisioned by the

masscs.

In Midnight’s Children, Rushdie presents the Emergency in all its grim and evil aspects.

He gives a brief account of the events leading to the declaration of the Emergency. He shows
Mrs. Gandhi’s utter disregard for the legislature, and her repressive measures. By banning dissent
of any and every kind, it brought the democratic process to a grinding halt and led to the arrest of
a large number of people. With trenchant irony, we are told that the arrested people included
“anyone who had ever made the mistake of sneezing during the Madam’s speeches...” (MC 499).
Metaphorically, if the birth of Saleem’s son is equated with the birth of Mrs. Gandhi’s
Emergency; his sickness symbolizes the sickness of the entire nation.

In Rushdie’s view, the most ominous development of Mrs. Gandhi’s reign—one which
proved to be disastrous to Indian national life—was was the intrusion of Hindu thinking into its
politics and history. Saleem understood that Mrs. Gandhi had elevated herself to the status of a
Devi, because she feared the potential deities in the midnight’s children. That is why in her new
incarnation she represents to him the most fearful aspects of a dictatorial ruler, who exploited

religion to mythify her personal rule:

...we, the magical children of midnight, were hated feared destroyed by the
Widow, who was not only Prime Minister of India but also aspired to be Devi, the

mother-goddess in her most terrible aspect, possessor of the shakti of the gods, a
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multi-limbed divinity with a centre-parting and schizophrenic hair.... And that
was how I learnt my meaning in the crumbling palace of the bruised-breasted
women (MC 422).

During the 1970s and 80s, Rushdie repeatedly attacked Indira Gandhi and the ruling

Congress Party in essays and interviews; Midnight's Children was his first major attempt in

fiction to address the “betrayal” of India by its government. Indira Gandhi sought to impose a
very particular and homogeneous religious nationalism upon one of the largest and most diverse
collectives in the world. Indira Gandhi and the Congress Party, in particular, employed this myth
to impose a unitary and homogeneous visicn of nation upon its people. Where the fictionalized
communities in the novel espouse ideals of tolerance, Indira, according to Rushdie, ruthlessly
exploits ethnic divisions between Hindus, Sikhs, and Muslims. Rushdie finds the equation of
leader and nation dangerous because it removes social agency from individuals; the leader or epic
hero becomes the sole force for effecting positivc social change. And the repeated failures of
such communities in the novel point to the inevitable disappointments to which they lead. Late in

the novel, Saleem recalls believing that

one day soon the snake-charmer Picture Singh would follow in the footsteps of
Mian Abdullah so many years ago; that, like the legendary Hummingbird, he
would leave the ghetto to shape the future by the sheer force of his will; and that,
unlike my grandfather's hero, he would not be stopped until he, and his cause, had
won the day ... but, but. Always a but but. What happened happened. We all know
that. (MC 477)

Within the post-independence Indian context, the hero brings not progress but failure. Indeed, we
see here Rushdie's own frustration with the political realities of India: opposition movements fail
to provide a legitimate alternative because they do not differ from the Congress Party on the
fundamental point of leadership. The history of the nation itself is marked by contrasting promise
and disappointment. '

Rushdie, in the beginning, hints that the faults of government can be attributed to the

supposed novelty of the forms, and seen as mere stumbling along the path of inevitable
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progresstowards a universal ideal of democracy. But gradually he comes down heavily on the
leaders of postcolonial India, the elite inheritors of political power, the politicians, officials and
activists in accommodating inherited institutions to the pressuresof the new nation states. Rushdie
asserts that the promise of a unified India collapsed in the face of a sectarianism, and corruption
cultivated by the nation’s own leaders.

The themes of betrayal by the postcolonial leaders and the deterioration of the democratic
ethos of the nation are the main focus in many novels produced in the 1980s and 90s. Apart from
Rushdie, this theme has been treated by writers like Tharoor, Mistry and Sahagal. Neelam
Srivastava says: “The period of the National Emergency (1975-77) can be identified as a crucial
historical watershed that marked the beginning of Indian intellectuals’ reassessment of the
meaning of Indian democracy and the ‘achievements’ of the postcolonial state”.”® The
development of the nascent republic and its constitutional ideals, wars and crises in the cabinet
government, the rampant corruption and gradual collapse of democratic ethos in the country are
some of the common motifs in these novels. While, the Emergency and the rule of Mrs. Gandhi

are given a large part in Midnight's Children, The Great Indian Novel and Such a Long Journey,

they form almost the entire narrative structure of Sahagal’s Rich Like Us.

Tharoor’s novel The Great Indian Novel is a scathing criticism of the leaders and

politicians who betrayed the promise and idealism of the pre-independent time with their greed
for power and narrow political gains and rampant corruption. His version of Indian history
concerns great men and is fashioned by a grand moral and ethical design: “In my epic I shall tell
of past, present and future, of existence and passing, of efflorescence and decay, of death and
rebirth; of what is and of what was, of what should have been”. (TGIN 18)

Tharoor’s version of the historical account runs roughly from the time when Gandhi
entered into Indian politics till the time Indira Gandhi returned to power after the fall of the
Janata government. Though Tharoor’s account of Indian history is guided by the leading lights of
the day, he does not reify them and points out their weaknesses and fallibilities. Tharoot’s
revisionary historiography achieves its strength and attraction because of his insightful, fresh and
thoughtful, sometimes irreverent, subversive re-assessment of the leaders and politicians and
statesmen who dominated Indian politics during pre-as well as post-Independent period.
Bhisma/Ganga Dutta/Gandhi dominates the narrative, but his deeds, in postcolonial India, have

been reduced to the realm of textual experience:
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It is in the history books now, and today's equivalents of the snot-nosed brats of
Motihari have to study it for their examinations on the nationalist movement. But
what can the dull black-on-white of their textbooks tell them of the heady
excitement of those days? (TGINS50)

The two later progeries are Dhritarashtra and Pandu, who stand for Nehru and Subhash
Bose. It is suggested that Nehru gained influence in the party hierarchy and succeeded in
controlling the reins of power in post-Independence India, because of the blessings of Gandhi.
Karna who stands for Jinnah, is also a contender for power, though circumstances of his birth
prevent him from coming to the forefront. He succeeds in taking away a chunk of territory from
the country to set up the state of Karnistan, which stands for Pakistan. This last detail is a
deviation from the original. In India, except for a brief period, Nehru is succeeded by
Duryadhani, who stands for Mrs. Gandhi. She tries her best to keep the Pandavas away from the
seat of power and devises stratagems even to finish them off. Most of the time, the Pandavas are
away from the corridors of power and very appropriately spend their time with their Guru Drona
who stands for Jayaprakash Narayan. '

Though the narrative praises Gandhi’s role in India’s struggle for freedom, it does not
overlook the amusing aspects of his personality and thinking. Repeated attention is drawn to his
numerous fads and his baggage from the past: enemas, sanitary preoccupations, fasts, love for
cows, etc. Tharoor also points out the serious implications of Gandhi’s consistent exploitation of
Hindu symbols for galvanizing people against the British; this made the leaders of other
communities (especially Jinnah) conscious of the rising tide of Hindu influence to their identity

(an issue that Mukul Kesavan deals with in his novel Looking through Glass). It was a source of

conflict between the Hindus and the Muslims which led to the division of the country. Like a lot
of postcolonial historians, Tharoor points out the disapproval of Jinnah for Gandhi in the novel
where we see Karna getting uneasy about Gangaji’s “traditional attire, his spiritualism, his
spouting of the ancient texts, his ashram, his consistent harking back to an idealized pre-British
past...” (TGIN 142)

Tharoor also unequivocally criticizes Gandhi for slackening his grip over the Congress

and other leaders and letting the question of partition be decided by his lieutenants. Gandhi’s
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murderer in the novel Shikhandin calls him a total failure and berates him for his dereliction of
duty and also for neglecting the issue of leadership of the party: “You make me sick, Bhishma.
Your life has been a waste, unproductive, barren. You are fiothing but an impotent old walrus
sucking other reptiles’ eggs, an infertile old fool...a man who is less than a woman. The tragedy
of this country springs from you...” (TGIN 232) The narrative suggests that Gangaji/Gandhi dies
a defeated and disillusioned man, and the last words that Tharoor puts in his mouth before death
is not the historical “Hey Ram”, but “I...have...failed”. (TGIN 262)

Tharoor, like Rushdie, is extremely critical of Nehru and the Nehruvian ideology. Most of
these novelists, like the Subaltern historians, speak about the failure of the nation-state and all
that Nehru stood for. Nehru’s abilities and his role in the politics of pre and post-independence
India is suggested in the allegorical frame itself. As Dhritarashtra, he is made into Gandhi’s
“blind and visionary son,” with a vaulting ambition and monumental ego. His English education
gave him only “a formidable vocabulary and the vaguely abstracted manner of the over-
educated” (TGIN 41). His blindness is used to a scathing mctaphorical effect: “...the blind man’s
gift of seeing the world not as it was, but as he wanted it to be” (TGIN 85), made him completely
out of tune with the reality around him. The account also implicates him in the hasty deal of the
partition of the country, by colluding with Mountbatten and his charming wife Edwina.

Nehru’s short-sightedness in the handling of the Kashmir issue, his foreign policies,
especially his promotion of the non-aligned movement are criticized in the novel. The only credit
Nehru gets is that he was not guilty of meanness or villainy. When he is advised by his ministers
to deal with his political adversaries according to the tenets of Kautilya’s Arthasastra, he does not

accept it. Tharoor’s novel, like Rushdie’s Midnight's Children depicts the failure of the vision of

the nation-state. Both of them expose the betrayal of the idealism of independence and the dream

of a plural, secular country. According to Kanishka Choudhury,

Tharoor, as a student in postcolonial India, has also been presented with textual
versions of the independence struggle and its moments of heady idealism. For
many writers of his generation, therefore, the failure of independence becomes the
greatest tragedy of modern India. India, like the majority of colonized nations,

overestimated the emancipatory potential of independence.”®
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Tharoor also assesses the roles of other political figures like Subhash Bose and
Jayaprakash Narayan. Subhash is praised for his efforts in the cause of India’s freedom, but
Tharoor also explains how he perished because of his quixotic dreams. The role of Jayaprakash
Narayan, the Mahaguru Drona in the novel, in his fight against the dictatorship of Indira Gandhi

is noteworthy:

I still believe that the political ethos in the country, fuelled by Drona’s idealistic
but confused uprising which a variety of political opportunists had joined and

exploited, could have led the country nowhere but to anarchy. (TGIN 369)

Tharoor praises him for his total lack of greed for power and for his strenuous efforts in
safeguarding the democratic rights and ideals of the country. But the narrator calls him a “flawed
Mahaguru” for he was “a man whose goodness was not balanced by the shrewdness of the
original.... He had offered inspiration but nct involvement, charisma but not change, hope but no
harness” (TGIN 402).

The time of Indira Gandhi’s rule, and her imposition of the Emergency is regarded as the
most trying time for Indian democracy. The subsequent struggle for democracy then becomes, for
Tharoor, the battle of Kurukshetra or the great Bharata war. It is interesting as well as significant
that the emergency has been considered by the Indian English novelists as the most traumatic
event of post-independent India. Rushdie, Nayantara Sahagal, Rohinton Mistry and many other
writers return to this event in their fiction. Sahagal, in Rich Like Us dramatizes its effect on the
general ethos of the country. In Rushdie, it becomes the focal point of the degradation in the
political and secular character of the country. In Tharoor’s account, it is part of the deteriorating
democratic culture of the country, because of which the blame on Mrs. Gandhi is not as
pronounced as in the other two.

In the final analysis, The Great Indian Novel is a novel about the coming into being of a

nation-state and the challenges and struggles on the way. In The Great Indian Novel, V. V.

explains:

I have portrayed a nation in struggle but omitted its struggle against itself,

ignoring the regionalists and autonomists and separatist and secessionists who
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even today are trying to tear the country apart. To me, Ganapathi, they are of no
consequence in the story of India; they seek to diminish something that is far

greater than they will éver comprehend”. (TGIN 112)

The novel illustrates Tharoor’s disillusionment with the country’s declining political
culture. Its institutional structures, such as the press, bureaucracy. and party system have not done
much in promoting any meaningful change in the life of the nation. Tharoor makes us believe that
the Indian people in general have perfected the art of living with whatever they get, strengthening
their vestiges of fatalism. He visualizes a bleak future for the couniry which could not live up to
the promise of glory and nobility as seen during anti-colonial struggle.

The period of Emergency also forms the background of Nayantara Sahgal’s novel Rich
Like Us, a novel that depicts the same lament of the passing of hopes and idealism of anti-
colonial nationalism, betrayal of the ruling elites, and the emergence of repressive regime.
Sahgal’s novels have treated various aspects of the political changes occurring in Indian society
since the early nineteen thirties. The novel Rich Like Us marks the period when Nehruvian
socialism was supplanted by the capitalist turn in Mrs. Gandhi policies. For Nehru, socialism was
an important aspect of postcolonial nation-building, as he insisted that socialism was the only
means to fight against imperialism and poverty, and any kind of straying from it meant a
“betrayal” for the national project of India. Sahgal, in Rich Like Us not only denounces the
dictatorship of Indira Gandhi, but as a committed socialist, she also exposes the capitalist
invasion of India.The novel is one of the most sustained fictional explorations of the deep
political crisis of the 1970s India. The novel depicts Mrs. Gandhi’s abusive behaviour in 1975-77,
regarding censorship, imprisonment of political dissidents and massive sterilisation campaigns.
Thus, the background of Rich Like Us is one in which the common man was hit hard by political
violence and the intelligentsia who invested in the socialist project for India experienced bitter
disappointment and a sense of hopelessness.

In the novel, Mr. Newman and Devikins (Dev) embodies everything that Sahgal is writing
against, as both of them see the period of Emergency as an extremely profitable time for business
and foreign investments. According to Devikins, the villain in the plot of Sahgal’s novel,
Emergency certainly “is good for business at the top”.”” If Dev justifies it on economic and

business considerations, politicians consider it a logical outcome of the evolving process of the
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political structure of the country. The minister who came to inaugurate Dev’s new project, links
the Emergency with the Vedic times.

The motto of Sahgal’s villain, Dev (Devikins) the arch-capitalist, is that “business is
business”. This kind of attitude which justifies corruption or irresponsibility as a matter of
necessity made the rich businessmen and politicians to disregard the interests of the common
men. For example, Sahgal portrays how the piece of land granted for constructing the Happyola
factory happened to be a rural belt requisitioned from the villagers. Then there are scattered
references in the text to the pet project of Mrs. Ghandi’s son, which is to build a car with “all
India” components. Sahgal tries to inscribe in her iext the human cost, as discarded side effects,
of business at the top. Thus Sahgal portrays India as a state under a sort of home colonialism,
whose freedom and borders still are at stake.

The production of the fizzy drink is a cover up for an underground warehouse to hide
imported car parts and engines. The connection between illegal business and the complicity of the
government is established on two grounds: Devikins becomes extremely powerful and successful
the moment he gets a contact in politics, materialized in Ravi, the bureaucrat. Ravi is a
representative of the majority civil servants of the time who gave unstinted support to the
‘authoritarian regime of Mrs. Gandhi. It confirms Sahgal’s earlier finding that he civil servants
represented the thinking and mentality of the pre-colonial times; they believed that ordinary
people needed to be controlled and directed with a strong hand. Thus, the bureaucracy went along
with the anti-people and repressive plans and policies of the Prime Minister. Some officers like
Ravi not only undertook to motivate people to strengthen the hands of the Prime Minister, but
more sinisterly, invented a rational for the action of the Prime Minister by propagating a new
philosophy of government, especially among the lower rungs of society. At one place, Ravi

explains to the taxi-drivers:

...what were the Government, the Cabinet, the Ministers, the States, the
municipalities? They were there to do Her bidding. What was the country? It was
She, who like the many-armed goddess would ever be victorious against those

who were plotting to dethrone her. (RLU 169)
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This kind of deification of Mrs. Gandhi which sought to equate her with the country (giving birth
to the infamous slogan “India is Indira and Indira is India”) gave her the power to become more
ruthless and repressive, "destroying the last vestige of participatory and popular democratic
governance. The protective border Sahgal envisages around India, is not necessarily aimed
against “foreigners”, but rather directed against corrupted political elites (home colonialism)
without whose support, aggressive neo-colonial practices would never take hold of the
subccntinent.

In the structure of the novel, the moment Sonali loses her innocent belief in the
prominence of socialist ideals for the Indian state is a key scene. That is the momeni she
diagnoses the coming crisis in the post-independence Indian state as the deviance from an ideal
agenda, previously set at the indcpendence moment. Against this ideal, the Emergency features as
a post-utopia regime, with no room for committed intellectuals like Sonali. As an honest and
outspoken person, Sonali finds this degradation and corruption in the heart of the body politic

appalling:

We were all taking part in a thinly disguised masquerade, preparing the stage for a
family rule. And we were involved in a conspiracy of silence...So long as it didn’t

touch us, we played along, pretending the Empress’s new clothes were beautiful.
(RLU 211)

Her criticism of the elite class is severe, as she calls their action a “collective will to cowardice”.

Only when Sonali falls a victim to the sinister power game, that she begins to understand
the pain and oppression to which she had not given attention till then. For example, she
understands the frightful experience of bride burning in the colonial period, and the apathy of the
authority towards it. She is now able to link that apathy to the neo-colonial government at the
centre. She also visualizes the long-term effects of censorship, flouting of all democratic practices
and norms, and the creation of an atmosphere of hate and fear—all of which destroyed the dream
of hope and promise of people like her father, who had fought for the freedom of the country.

Rohinton Mistry in his novels like Such a Long Journey and A Fine Balance depict the

same disillusionment and sense of betrayal in the postcolonial nation. Like Sonali in Rich Like

Us, Gustad Noble the protagonist in Mistry’s novel Such a Long Journey realizes the rot in the
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so-called democratic structure of the nation when his own life begins to fall apart under outside

pressures. Mistry's novel Such a Long Journey revolves around the themes of family and

friendship, which become metonyms for society and nation.

The world of Such a Long Journey is one that is threatened by growing Hinduisation,

fanaticism and religious intolerance, as well as by internal dissent and war and corruption. Gustad
Noble and his family in their own small ways offer resistance to the crumbling of the secular and
idealistic edifice of the Indian nation. Gustad through his friend Major Bilimoria is caught up in
the game of power politics played by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. At stake is the birth of the
new nation of Bangladesh. The petty quarrels in the neighbourhood and the discontent in his
household find their resonance in the bleak events of the outside world. The events outside engulf
the lives of the characters and the whole family of Gustad is in crisis like the nation outside.

Gustad keeps the windows to his flat blacked out, a legacy from the previous war with
Pakistan, an omen of further warfare, and a symbol of a distrust of the light. The news from the
radio and from the papers is of another war and its accompanying atrocities. The city of Bombay
is threatened by the bigotry of Hindu extremists in Shiv Sena and its mobs. Gustad himself
survives, enduring a steady decline in his fortunes that dates from his father's bankruptcy but is
exacerbated by the deterioration of the national economy. In the family, Gustad's delight in the
news that his older son, Sohrab, has qualified for admission to the Indian Institute of Technology
is clouded by the boy's refusal to follow his father's plans for him.

Gustad has to pay for his loyalty to Bilimoria and is threatened by the underworld which
was involved in the transfer of funds to fuel insurgent activity in what was then the Eastern Wing
of Pakistan. Gustad goes on a journey from Bombay to Delhi to seethe friend he believes has
betrayed him, Major Bilimoria. Bilimoria has disappeared, and then imposed on Gustad the task
of collecting a mysterious parcel. It is on a visit to the Bonesetter that he meets the artist whom
he invites to paint the wall of the compound, partly to give him space for his work, partly to save
the wall from the municipality's plans for its destruction. When the parcel is {inally delivered, it
proves to contain money that he must deposit in small lots in the bank, circumventing
government regulations to do so. The request is backed by shadowy threats to the safety of
himself and his family. Then he is asked to withdraw it again. Finally, he is invited to go to Delhi

to find the answers to the mystery.In the words of Mclaren:
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This train journey is also a comedy of the Indian peop]e confronted by
bureaucracy. It has some of Kipling's exuberant enjoyment of the sheer variety
and pressure of Indian life, but tinged with a melancholy that reminds the reader of
India's descent both from the certainty of the Raj and the early hopefulness of
Independence. It takes Gustad both to the centre of the political order, and to
Bilimoria, who has been for Gustad both the stable centre of domestic order, and

the guarantor of both human decency and national order.”®

At its end he finds that the centre is indeed corrupt, a stronghold of the nation’s enemies
rather than citadel against them. Yet, paradoxically, the journey alsc restores Bilimoria, who, he
learns, was himself betrayed. While this revelation destroys Gustad's final trust in the state, it
gives him back the trust in friendship that he needs if he is to continue living his life. By learning
that the major's own loyalty and trust has been used to destroy him, Gustad is able to understand
the strength of loyalty and the corresponding depths of corruption that the statc has fallen into by

betraying those who have most strongly upheld it. I. Allan Sealy’s The Trotter-Nama is another

novel which depicts the attempt of a cultural minority, the Anglo-Indians, to re-inscribe them in

the national imaginary. Siddhartha Deb's novel The Point of Return describes the exilic condition

of cultural minority (in this case the Bengali Hindu migrants) in postcolonial India.

In locating the critique of nationalism in an alternative view of history that itself is
derived from the often silenced voices of the nation, the cultural minorities, subaltern citizens,
and silenced gendered subjectivities, these novels re-write the nation in terms of plurality and
heterogeneity against the nation-state’s attempt to suppress them. The political logic of nation
states require, that “to exist at all they must claim the monopoly of all relationships between
peoples” (TSL 230). Therefore the construction of national identities is made possible then only
at the expense of other identities and relationships. National identity not only marginalizes all
other identities and relationships of pcople across nations; it also requires the suppression of
contradictions and contesting identities within the nation. But these writers write of a different
India, of a different Indian or national identity which is not monologic or homogenous but plural
and heteroglossic. The following section examines the ways in which the writers under the

present study write this plural, dialogic nation into being.
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V.

Early nationalist and anticolonial authors often countered essentialist depictions of the
colonized peoples with their rather monolithic portrayals of their communities and cultures,
deploying what may have been a necessary “strategic essentiaiism”, as Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak suggests in her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?”.”’ For example, anticolonial writers
from African countries like Ghana, Kenya br Senegal, in response to colonialist condemnation,
affirmed a pan-African Culture rather than a specific national or regional culture, and it is defined
in racial terms. Early nationalist fiction and drama by writers such as Chinua Achebe, Ngugi Wa
Thiong’o and Wole Soyinka avoid the pan-African racialization found in the writings of Kwame
Nkrumah or Leopold Senghor, and instead, locate their works in very specific communities—

Igbo, or Gikuyu, or Yoruba. C. L. Innes says:

Rather than affirming essential characteristics, their works bear witness to the
workings of a culture within a community in the process of encountering change.
But the Igbo or Gikuyu or Yoruba community portrayed is also presented as a
metonym for the nation as a whole, for Nigeria or Kenya, and indeed, is often read

as a metonym for the peoples of the African continent as a whole.'®

We have already seen this phenomenon in the case of Indian nationalist writers like Raja Rao and
R. K. Narayan whose novels represent small village communities and/or Hindu culture as
metonymic of India.

In their insistence on including previously ignored subjectivities and giving space and
voice to the often marginalized, suppressed people and communities, the writers of the 80s and
90s not only contest and resist the nation-state’s claim to be the sole and representative of the
people but also differ sharply from earlier Indian English writers like Raja Rao and Narayan who
visualized a homogenous nation based on a fixed notion of identity. Writers like Rushdie,
Tharoor, Sealy, Chandra, Mistry and Deb reject this nationalist drive or will to uniformity in the

name of a pure Indianness, and charts out an alternative India, a mongrel nation which is made up
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of many fragments. One of the most significant aspects of these writers is that while they attempt
to re-write the nation by acknowledging economic and cultural diversity and plurality, they
typically do it from the perspective of narratbrs or central characters who are members of a
minority or marginalized groups, not identified with the majority.

Rushdie, in Midnight's Children, aims at rich inclusiveness rather than neat or mechanical

unity, which is against his principles. Rushdie wants to “leave loose ends” and imply “a multitude
of stories” (MC 239). Saleem himself embodies the principle of inclusiveness when he says: “To
understand just one life, you have to swallow the world” (MC 109). A consciousness of the
multiplicity and heterogeneity of India’s history is imposed subtly on the reader. The opening
pages announce that “Tai...is about to set history in motion” (MC 3), and he does so in more than
one sense. His references to Alexander and Jehangir evoke the Western invader and the Muslim
Empire, respectively. A folk figure, Tai introduces a leitmotif, the folk belief hat Christ spent his
last days in Kashmir. His folk image of Christ is not the traditional, ascetic one but bald and
gluttonous. The belief implies that Christianity is not only a religion imported and imposed by the
imperialists but possesses a native strain; and that no rigid division between East and West exists.
The Hindu and Islamic inheritances are naturally more prominent in the novel. The fact that all
these form a mix is important. This is underlined by Saleem's multiple parentage and character.

Rushdie states:

it is completely fallacious to suppose that there is such a thing as a pure, unalloyed
tradition from which to draw... [T]he very essence of Indian culture is that we
possess a mixed tradition, a mélange of elements as disparate as ancient Mughal
and contemporary Coca-Cola American... Eclecticism, the ability to takefrom the
world what seems fitting and to leave therest, has always been a hallmark of the
Indian tradition, and today it is at the centre of the bestwork being done both in the

visual arts and in lit-erature.'”’

The drive in the text to construct both a biography of Saleem and a history of India cannot
be realised through a single history. Rushdie celebrates the ideas of pluralism and multiplicity,
and the novel shows a strong antagonism towards cultural authenticity. These writers insist that

throughout the long history of the country, and more so after its “bastard” coming into being after
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decolonization, India had always been such and that the idea of a unitary nation is a myth and an
imaginary construct devised by official and hegemonic nation-state in its drive to exclude those
who problematize such a construct.

The ideas of plurality and multiplicity, and the anarchy of the proliferation of the
marginalized and the repressed for space in the official map of the nation are at the heart of such

novels as The Trotter-Nama, Red Earth and Pouring Rain and The Point of Return. In both The

Trotter-Nama and Red Earth and Pouring Rain, we see the superabundance of stories, events,

characters as well as histories and cultures with multiple interconnections incorporating the
polyglot, multivalent reality of India which defies the monomaniacal, authoritarian impulses of
both Western imperialism and postcolonial nationalism.

It had always been problematic for the Anglo-Indians to define themselves, or to emplace
themselves in the country. There were people among them who had no difficulty imagining
themselves as English. In his later years Thomas Henry Trotter got disillusioned with the British.
But his daughter, whom he named Victoria after the British Empress, always maintained that they
were English. While a lot of people from the Trotter family approved of the Ilbert Bill, Victoria
was vehemently against it, because she did not want an Indian to sit in judgment over her. As the
year of Indian Independence drew nearer, Victoria prayed “And grant our leaders wisdom in this
hour of peril,” and “And lead thy flock safely into the flock” (TTN 411). Always an European at
heart, Victoria could find a “home” only in death, as she lay dying, she told her daughter in law,
“Queenie, | am going Home” (TTN 487).

Queenie is another character who always longed to go to England, for she felt that is
where she could be at home. She was always vexed about her place in the world and regarding

the question of her true home:

She turned the word home in her mind, slowly, deliberately, wondering what it
concealed. ....what was under the word fome? Did it mean simply the place where
things were the right side up and familiar-looking? But what was familiar? Could
you be familiar with what you had never touched—like the inside of a snow-
globe.... Was home the place where one was born? Or the place where one hoped
to bury one’s bones? .... Was it simply where you happened to be at the moment?

Or the place in your mind where you weren’t? The place of your deepest sleep?
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The place of your waking dreams? The place of your father’s fathers (where was
that)? Or your mother’s mothers (was it Mandalay)? Could you have two
homes...7 (TTN 489)

Sealy’s portrayal is ruthlessly honest—imperial scorn and prejudice are balanced by the
Anglo-Indian refusal to be considered Indian, and their inability to come to terms with the
communities around them notwithstanding their love for the country. Maria Couto says,
“Whereas Indians devised a colonial interface to circumvent and survive the ideology of
colonialism, the Anglo-Indian persisted in seeing himself as made in the image of the ruling
class”.!%?

This insuliing label on the Anglo-Indians as “a half-caste” or deplorable “hybrid
community” is one that began to be applied to them from the time the British started to
consolidate their political and military power in India. The British maligned the Anglo-Indian
community for their hybrid condition and identity. The racial pride in their assumed superiority
as a pure race made the British disown this hybrid community. But Sealy’s novel is an
extravagant and epic (albeit farcical) celebration of hybridity. Nothing is pure, straightforward,
linear, absolutely fixed in the novel-—from the characters, profession, and identity to food and
recipes.

Elise, the German lady, and one of Justin’s wives, also known as the Jarman Begam, is
“the casual daughter of a foreign ink vendor and a local courtesan. The girl’s father, an English-
speaking burgher from Ceylon who posed as a Dutchman and was taken for a German, had lost
favour at court and been poisoned (with his own ink, it was said)” (I'TN 184-185). The characters
wear more than one mantle. Sunya is a Brahmin and a poulterer, called “egg-Brahmin” by others.
Yakub Khan is the Chief Steward of Sans Souci, also baker, politician, also referred to I the text
as “baker-and-philosopher”, “baker-and-master-gelder” (TTN 58). Hakim Ahmed is an herbalist
and dentist, and plays his own bricf part in the court intrigue that ensues after Justin’s accidental
death. Fonseca is the barber and ice manager, and a collector of artefacts, a person of mixed
racial elements. He went on to found the “first modern beauty parlour in the Orient” (TTN 91).

Justin himself was a man of many contradictions and of incongruous character traits. He
was a Frenchman-turned Englishman, drew salary from the Nawab. He took to the native ways of

life, dressed like a Muslim and enjoyed Indian food, his kitchen at Sans Souci being a veritable -
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gallery of cooks gathered from all parts of India and the world to cater to his gastronomic

passion:

Muslim cooks from Nakhlau, Hindu cooks from Benares, Parsi cooks from
Bombay, Christian cooks from Goa, Daman, and Diu, Jewish cooks from Cochin,
cooks from Assam to Gujrat, from Kashmir to Kerala, cooks from Trans-oxiana
and those parts, egg-Brahmins from Rohilkhand,..... Non-garlic Jains, chapati
Punjabis....... Pahadis who use fruits, Burmans who use coconut, turmeric-
grinders from Malaya, Cambodian gingermen, Javanese peppermen....... muscle-
bound masalchis, footloose spice-tasters, shapely oilmen.....stringy kneaders,
rakish stokers, brawny strainers, tetchy peelers, stodgy griddle men, ..... Tibetan
marrowmen, Szechuan noodle-winders, Kazhaki pemmican-traders, Georgian
goulash-turners, Armenian cinnamon-shakers, Iraqi date-mashers, Phoenician

confectioners... (TN 126-27)

Throughout the novel, Sealy works out a subversive narrative with the extensive employment of
metaphors of food, eating, dress, with the intention of countering colonial stereotyping and
attempting postcolonial recuperation by glorifying hybridity.

The gradual decline of the community is apparent after independence as the members find
themselves protected (Nehru ensured two seats in the Parliament and a seat in the Legislatures of
seven states for adequate representation of the community) but confined to clerical jobs, running
the railways, the posts and the telegraphs and also the lower orders of the police force. Sealy in
the last sections of the novel shows how the majority struggle to distance themselves from India,
claiming to be Domiciled Europeans and many such made their escape in the early years of the
century and after independence. Of those who migrated around and after 1947 the settlers in
Australia appear to have come into their own, while those in Britain are perhaps still haunted by
the racial bias that blighted their loves in India. In Nirad Chaudhury’s classification of minorities,
the Anglo-Indians in India remain as “half-caste” or “genetically half-caste” minorities.'”

The rhetoric of nationalism suggests that membership of the nation is regulated by strict
rules of exclusion and inclusions which allow neither for blurred boundaries nor the generous

accommodation of “outsiders” within its family. These “outsiders” may be migrants, minorities
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within the country, the disadvantaged and dispossessed, or indeed, any group that challenges the
exclusionary practices of the state. But it is just this kind of exclusionary rhetoric of the nation

that novels' like The Trotter-Nama, Pont of Return, Looking through Glass, What the Body’

Remembers critique.
In regard to Rushdie’s celebration of heterogeneity, David Watson makes some valuable
comments. He says that Saleem's writing/narration of history and the nation separates the

“nation-of-the-text from the nation-of-history”:

The nation-of-history has a temporal existence in its movement towards even
further progression and expansion. The nation-of-the-text is a spatial categery.
Writing has stripped the nation of its existence in time through the transformation
of history into a narrative construct.As a spatial site the nation is determined
through its insertion in a structure of difference; no transcendental signifier of
history is responsible for its formation. This resists the easy totalisation of history

that operates through the simple repression of difference.'®

We have seen this tendency for repression by the nation-state or nationalist construction
of history/nation not only in the creation of boundaries, and in the postcolonial subalternization of
various communities and people, but also in the growing fundamentalism and repressive policies
of the body politic of present-day India. Homi Bhabha defines this event in the following terms:
“Counter-narratives of the nation that continually evoke and erase its totalizing boundaries—both
actual and conceptual—disturb those ideological manoeuvres through which imagined

communities are given essentialist identities”.'”

We have also seen how Ghosh in The Shadow Lines questions this essentialist tendency
in the state policies of the postcolonial nation. The novel, through its recurrent tropes of travel
and memory emphasizes non-fixity. In its imaginative reconstruction of lives and history, it
reveals a world where boundaries are blurred and cultures collide. It is within this hybrid context
in which the narrator is immersed in London that he is finally confirmed in his refusal to accept
any truth as definitive. Imagination plays a central role in this realization and acceptance of

hybrid national self. In the words of Hueso:
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..it represents the choice to configure the individual’s vision of the world
according to a selective and creative use of perception that is operated by multiple
Others and not imposed from an omniscient Self. In the context of the idéological
bases that sustain nationalism, Ghosh also reappropritaes imagination so as to
contest the fiction of “imagined communities” (Anderson 1991) in which the

nation is rooted.'®

Th’amma’s personal view of the nation, only those who participate in the tradition of
warfare are to be considered active agents in the process of national configuration, and therefore,
people like Ila is “colonial” in her view who do not deserve the endewment of nationality. But
the narrator, aided by the lessons he learnt from Tridib and also from his own discoveries, goes
beyond this selective imagining of the nation. His use of imagination acts as a counterpoint to the
transcendental narratives of nationalism. Again in the words of Hueso, “imagination is
represented as a liberating force for the individual, who is capable of retracing the links erased by
the artificiality of the nation”.'%’

In its retracing of the links that destabilize essentialist identities and totalizing boundaries

of the nation, Vikram Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring Rain charts multiple centuries and

continents. In the novel we see how history acts as the trajectory of events that causes
dislocations, disjunctions, movements, and migrations. Like Ghosh, Chandra possesses a
diasporic imagination which ‘yokes by violence together’ discrete and distant identities.

In depicting an India made up through the ages with this multiple connections and
histories, Chandra’s novel replaces the solid markers and destabilizes our notions of the past in
the reverberations of the present. In this regard, Dora Sales Salvador says, “Chiefly, Chandra’s
fiction accounts for a transcultural project. In his works, one can consider that writing is
understood as a way of recovering and intercommunicating cultures, but also as an open proposal
that suggests another sort of creation that goes beyond fetish dichotomies between native and
foreign traces, local and universal, past and present”.108

In an interview with Andrew Teverson, Chandra once said, “The history of humanity is a
history of movement, of discovery and loss. Which is why so many of our stories have always

been about going somewhere else”.'” Thus, Red Earth and Pouring Rain incorporates various

influences and locations and historical trajectories to represent, in the words of Alexandru “a
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hybrid, traveling version of Indianness”.'’ It starts from the Arabian Nights pretext of

“storytelling-for-survival™; contains Sanjay’s stories about nineteenth-century India, populated by
European adventurers on the border between very different civilizations;and is completed by
Abhay’s stories about contemporary Americaas seen by international students, for whom the
American experience is acomplex encounter between cultures. This structure gives the novel a
highly comparative character, turning it into a project about how to compare our globalized
present to the colonial past, as well as America to Europe and to India and, more generally, about
how to confront otherness. Through the multiplicity of stories that grow from each other in
whataims to be a never-ending process, the novel comes close to what Deleuzeand Guattari call a
“principle of multiplicity”—the multiple “ceases to haveany relation to the One as subject or
cbject, natural or spiritual reality, image and world”.'"!

To Chandra, deterritorialized definitions of identity are not symptomatic of a lifestyle
characteristic of the new millennium, but have always existed and are intrinsic to Indian culture.
In his writings, Chandra propagates the idea that identity cannot be bound to a certain place.
Chandra expresses a nomadism which is the modern condition of exile. Chandra sees this
condition as a solution to the crisis of displacement. One good example is that of his own life,
which he divides between the United States and India, as Abhay does (at least mentally) in Red
Earth and Pouring Rain, where the life lessons taught by the two cultures are perpetually

compared.

Red Earth and Pouring Rain directly problematizes, thematically and structurally, the
performance of estrangement from one’s homeland and return to it. The main characters—both in
the frame narrative (Sanjay and Abhay) and in the stories-within-the-story (mainly George
Thomas and Benoit de Boigne)—are engaged in long journeys of discovery and rediscovery.
Chandra suggests that all through the centuries, people have come to India, and people from India
have been going to different parts of the world. The whole idea called India comprises all these
people. This transculturation process is still going on. It is like the stories, the interconnected web
of stories which has no visible centre, and like a rhizome it grows and grows. If there is anything

called an Indian identity, it must be rhizomatic, and not fixed or stable as the state wants it to be.

Salvador says, “Red Earth and Pouring Rain is a novel about migrancy, foreigners in India,

Indians abroad...In this cultural narrative knot, Chandra unifies and unravels the threads that tell
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the (hi)story of India, past, present and future. He witnesses the plurality that exists in the world
and transcribes that polyphony into his writing”.'"?

Chandra’s novel though made up of storiés from various times and places, is narrated in
the present when the nation is suspicious of such a borderless identity and the state celebrates
fixity and fetishism of identity. Towards the end of the novel, we see that a bomb is thrown at the
story-telling session by the fundamentalists who feel threatened by this narration of hybridity and
acculturation and migrancy. But the story-telling does not stop. Telling stories, as the novel
suggests is the essence of life, it is what gives meaning and purpose to life. The central emphasis
in the novel has been the story’s continuation rather than the stories themselves. This is precisely
the message transmitted at the end of the novel: even though Sanjay’s death cannot be avoided
despite all efforts, the most important thing is that the storytelling, taken over by Abhay, goes on,
so that in a sense Sanjay, its initiator survives through it.At the end of the novel, what is left of
the characters’ efforts to survive is the web of stories, stretching across continents and centuries.

Alexandru relates Chandra’s art of story-telling to the idea of performance and
performativity. She says that performative aspect in the narration not only gives rise to stories but

also transforms the characters themselves, thus re-creating identities afresh. Alexandru says:

The present moment of performance constantly reassesses the significance of the
story that has just been told and consequently reevaluates that of the storytelling
process as a whole. Thus, the characters grow through the stories they tell in a way
that shows performativity and performance at work together: as stories are
performed theatrically, realities are created as a function of the performativity of

language.'"

The significance of the non-fixity of identity and the need to be open-minded about its constant
transformation is something that Chandra emphasizes strongly in his writings.

What is clear from this examination of these narrative representations of the nation is that
the enunciation of the nation-space as the site of conflict disturbs the totalising representation of
the nation projected through history. India is forced to signify a series of violent, contradictory
struggles. Anna Guttman makes some insightful comments regarding the nature of the modern

nation:
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As a product of modernity, the nation might seem to fit neatly into the
essentializing phase, but such a simplistic schema belies the central role that states *
can play in ensuring both individual and group rights and mediating between
competing essentialisms, thereby facilitating the fluid, heterogeneous

identities...'™

The nation has been already declared a dead entity by postmodern critics. But as we have
seen, the nation is still a crucial and, at the same time, volatile marker of identification for the
Indian people. The nation remains deeply important for ail the writers discussed in this woik,
even (indeed especially) for those who hold it up for scrutiny. Priyamvada Gopal connects this

insistence with national question in Indian English novel to its historical condition of emergence:

The conditions of its emargence—out of the colonial encounter, addressing itself
to empire rather than a specific region or community—meant that the Anglophone
novel in the subcontinent returned repeatedly to a self-reflexive question: ‘What is

India(n)?’'"*

The insistence and importance of the nation in Indian English writing has been illustrated

by I. Allan Sealy. In his earlier version of his magnum-opus The Trotter-Nama, the protagonist
was like Saleem in Rushdie’s novel, a child born at the midnight of 15™ August, 1947. But he had
to change it because Rushdie’s novel came out earlier. Sealy explains this point of similarity by
saying that this is the case of “two writers responding to the same historical moment. They have
read the same book but the book is India. India is dictating, the country is doing the thinking. We
do not write but are written”."'®

No matter how critical they are of the state of the nation, however disenchanted they
might be regarding the failed vision of a coherent, stable, “free” nation, these writers,
nonetheless, are still very much immersed, or rather, entangled in the task of envisioning a
utopian nation out of the cracks and fragments. At the same time, their very representation of the
fragmentariness of the nation is a reminder of the dangers of fixity, and the usefulness of the

polyglot hybridity.
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The attempts by these writers to substitute the histories of common lives and
unrepresented stories and people for the offi¢ial history, not only destabilize the absoluteness of
History through re-de/scribing the “authentic history” but also relativize our historical
perspectives with critical memories, thereby subverting the myths of an authentic, fixed nation.
What finally emerges is an India that is riddled with historical dilemmas, paradoxes and marked
with violence, cracks, fissures and fragmentariness. This picture 