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Abstract

This thesis is a study of representations of cultural and political identity
in a selection of literary and cinematic texts (in English and in regional
South-Asian languages in translation), all of which situate South-Asian
cultural and political subjectivity in relation to specific narrative
constructions of space. I suggest that through these successive depictions it
is possible to plot narratives of belonging. Furthermore, in each chapter |
explore these constructions of homeland at different nodal points in the
history of colonial and independent South-Asia, and trace out their
aesthetic and geopolitical implications.

In my first chapter I address a wide variety of nineteenth century
colonial and indigenous writings, including William Lambton’s and
George Everest’'s records of the cartographic surveying of India, Honoria
Lawrence’s and Harriet Tytler’s personal journals, and Mirza Ghalib’s
poetry and prose written during the 1857 rebellion. These contemporary
narratives are framed against Satyajit Ray’s cinematic adaptation of
Premchand’s historical short story, The Chess-Players (1977). My second
chapter investigates constructions of national and cultural belonging
which develop out of representations of village-life in novels written
during the struggle for Indo-Pakistani independence, namely;
Bibhutibhushan Banerji’s Pather Panchali (1928) in translation, Mulk Raj
Anand’s The Village (1940) and Raja Rao’s Kanthapura (1938). Again, I
examine South-Asian cinema, in this case Satyajit Ray’s post-colonial
filmic reworking ot Banerji’s novel.

In my third chapter I analyse representations of Partition in Sadat
Hasan Manto’s Urdu short-stories (published in the aftermath of Partition)
and in Intizar Husain’s historical novel, Basti (1979)- in both cases
working from translations of the original texts. Also covering Partition-
writings in English, I examine Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan (1956)
and Bapsi Sidhwa’s Cracking India (1988). My final chapter deals with
metropolitan post-colonial identities and the Indian Emergency of 1975, in
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) and Nayantara Sahgal’s
Rich Like Us (1985)

Throughout the thesis, whilst underlining the political salience of
cultural constructions such as identity and belonging, I also maintain a
theoretical perspective which attempts to show how these narratives are
continually shadowed by the fact of cross-cultural transaction and slippage.
In discourses which are constructed upon a more or less ambivalent
implementation of difference, such as colonialism and certain forms of
nationalism, I focus on the way in which these narratives are modified,
negotiated, or transgressed across their own borders. In contemporarv post-
colonial writings I argue that homeland has become a more flexible
concept, and underline the way cross-cultural negotiation has developed
as a means of identity and belonging in itself.
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Introduction
I

T'wo texts inaugurate this introduction, each dealing in its own way
with the process of beginning, and it is through these writings that I will
make a preliminary sketch of the aims and methods of my thesis. The first
of these is Gayatri Spivak’s ‘Translator’s Preface’ to Jacques Dernida’s
formative work, Of Grammatology. Here, Spivak stresses the paradoxical
nature of the textual introduction or preface as a piece of writing which 1s
defined as a passage ‘before-hand’, ‘Prae-fatio’, or ‘before the text’.1 Spivak
goes on to argue that the literary convention of the ‘preface’ thus ‘harbours
a lie’,2 since it is usually an expository passage inserted retrospectively into
the text. For Spivak this conventional falsehood opens up other pertinent
Derridean questions about the text: the provisional nature of discourse,
the unrepeatable identity of the text in each of its readings, and the

impossibility of a stable origin of the text's meaning.

Writing this introduction after the event, so to speak, and imagining it
always already (being) read, and ‘prefaced’ anew, these deconstructive
concerns are very germane, particularly when I think of my role as author.
At the start of their critical work A Thousand Plateaus, Gilles Deleuze and
Felix Guattari make the enigmatic claim that in writing an earlier text in
collaboration, ‘since each of us was several, there was already quite a
crowd’.3 Spivak points towards the same fracturing of the text’s
authorising subject in the magisterial prose of Proust’s narrator: ‘I was not
one man only ... but the steady advance hour after hour of an army in
close formation, in which there appeared, according to the moment,
impassioned men, indifferent men, jealous men’.4 Although scarcely a
Proustian undertaking, this thesis has been written, nevertheless, by
‘several’ people across several years, and editorial work at the end has been
a process of monitoring and correcting these earlier selves.

As 1 will show in the following chapters, the theoretical points to

which 1 have alluded in Spivak’s pretace have more than an incidental

1 Gayatri Spivak, see ‘Translator's Preface’, Derrida 1976: xi.
2 1bid.

3 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari 1988: 3.

4 Marcel Proust, see Derrida 1976: xu.
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bearing on my critical project. The issue of fixing or reinscribing

nominally stable origins is crucial in the confluence of culture, historical
narration, and political expression in South-Asian literatures. Similarly,
personal, political, and cultural identity, as modified by the transaction
and rereading of signs across cultures, can be located at varying points on a
spectrum which ranges between, on one hand, a logocentric and often
quasi-mystical ‘negative denial’ of difference, and, on the other, an
atfirmation of the continual decentring ‘play’ of the world. Moreover, as a
translation of Derrida, Spivak’s work also draws attention to another
important aspect of this thesis: my use of primary texts translated from
regional South-Asian languages, particularly where this editorial choice
coincides with current notions ot migrancy and post-colonial identity ‘in
translation’.

While Spivak’s ‘Translator’s Preface’ gestures towards some of the
theoretical concerns ot my work, the second text which informs this
introduction, although it broaches some of the same issues, is important
for methodological reasons as well. Published in 1975, just a year before
Spivak’s translation, Edward Said’s Beginnings: Intention and Method

represents an extended enquiry into causality, origin, and authorship and

traces out the intriguing possibilities of the act of making a textual
beginning. By ‘beginning” with Spivak’s and Said’s texts I am effectively
reinforcing one of Said’s points in Beginnings, namely, that 1t is ditficult
in any cultural endeavour to make a ‘wholly new start’ since ‘too many
old habits, loyalties, and pressures inhibit the substitution of a novel

enterprise for an established one’.

Here we come across a statement which seems to anticipate Derrida’s

proposition that ‘the writer writes 1n a language and in a logic whose

proper systems, laws, and life his discourse by definition cannot dominate

absolutely’. For Derrida the writer uses language ‘only by letting himself,
after a fashion and up to a point, be governed by the system’.6 However,
even in a work such as The World, the Text, and the Critic (1982) Said is
always careful to distance himself from radical deconstructive practice, and
qualifies his point by stating that, even if it is difficult to begin, in order to

start an enterprise the idea of a beginning as radical discontinuity must be

5 Said 1975; 34.
6 Derrida 1976: 158.
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posited, and the freedom of a ‘beginning must ... be taken to be possible” .7

For my purposes, one of the most salient (related) aspects of Said’s
‘possibility of beginnings’ depends upon the fact that as a beginning
‘authorises’ what follows it, this authority ‘limits as much as it enables ...
las] one beginning is permissible; another one like it, at a different time or
place is not permissible’.8 This is an issue which foreshadowed the choice
of ‘beginnings’ for me in the early stages of this thesis, when I attempted to
establish a historical point of inception for a more or less located notion of
identity and ‘homeland’ in South-Asian literature (I will define these
terms more clearly in the following pages). My provisional point of
beginning was the early decades of the twentieth-century but I soon found
that during the rise of popular nationalism in the period, other earlier
political beginnings were being cited. A case in point is the revisionary
attitude taken by some nationalists to the events of 1857.9

Thus, in keeping with one of the recurrent critical metaphors which
inform this thesis, that of the palimpsest, I found that each time I fixed
upon an ‘arbitrary’ point of origin, my primary texts would reveal traces of
themselves in earlier writings and over-inscribed narratives and histories.
My first two chapters stand as an attempt to both exemplify and engage
with the problems of this initial critical delimiting. I will go into greater
detail about the various temporal and cross-cultural exchanges which
work against closed or unitary models of identity later in this
introduction, but now I want to ‘pretace’ my own title in order to justity
some of the terms I have used. I will then talk about the structure of my

thesis, issues of translation, and some of the main themes of my analysis.

x

Returning to the title of my thesis, the use of the word ‘homelands’ as a
nodal term should be seen as an attempt to maintain a continuous
engagement with the notion of ‘emplacement’, and of the location of
identity in my primary texts. The concept of home’ is particularly
interesting in any work that seeks to engage critically with post-colonial

literatures in English for, as Rosemary George has noted, it immediately

7 Said 1975: 34.

8 Ibid: 43.

9 Here, | am thinking of texts such as V. D. Sarvarkar's historical reinterpretation of the
rebellion: The Indian War of Independence of 1857.
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makes us rethink a sense of ‘belonging’ in ‘the English language, as much

as 1n spaces we call home’.10 In this thesis, as in George’s study, the term
‘home-country’ infers, very generally, ‘a complex yoking of ideological
apparatuses considered necessary for the existence of subjects: the notion
of belonging, of having a home, and a place of one’s own’.11 By looking at
the wvarious articulations of ‘homeland’ in this thesis, I mean to
interrogate the notion of belonging in both the geopolitical locations from
which difference is articulated (such as a kingdom, region or nation), and
more flexible, personal states ot being which strategically mix locations, or
locate a sense of self in migratory states of ‘belonging’ between locations.

Whatever the personal, literary agenda informing a depiction of
homeland, a relationship with space remains axiomatic. Indeed, in order
to show how ideas ot ‘homeland” have evolved spatially within South-
Asian literature, each of my chapters, whilst engaging with a different
historical node in South-Asian history, also focuses on a specific, often
overdetermined space — around which narrative and discursive layerings
of place and/or identity can be plotted. By structuring my work thus, I
hope to make my analysis responsive to discontinuities, negotiations, and
slippages between hegemonic and critical definitions of homeland, and
their compromised production on a day-to-day basis. As Said states, the
legacy of European Orientalism makes it imperative that a new mode of
knowledge be produced, one that redresses the West’s ‘homogenizing and
incorporating world historical scheme that assimilated non-synchronous
developments, histories, cultures, and peoples to 1t’.12

Therefore, in my first chapter I investigate the textual production of
homeland during the mid-nineteenth century, focussing on the
connected, narrativised spaces of landscape and the diplomatic space of the
princely court. In particular, I concentrate on colonial cartographic and
journalistic constructions of landscape as exemplified in the survey-
reports of William Lambton and George Everest, and the personal diaries
of Honoria Lawrence and Harriet Tytler. Against these texts I contrast

examples of indigenous ‘re-narrations of the colonial’, in the discourses of

insurgent rumour, and in the classical Urdu poetry of Ghalib, produced in

10 George 1996: 1.
11 1bid: 2.
12 Moore-Gilbert 1997: 35.



response to the events of 1857.

In Chapter Two, which deals with South-Asian novels of the 1920s and
1930s, I will examine the space of the rural village within emergent
nationalist discourses. In this section I focus on Bibhutibhushan Banerji’s
1928 Bengali novel Pather Panchali (in the ‘Unesco’ translation), Mulk Ra]
Anand’s The Village (1940) and Raja Rao’s Kanthapura (1938). Because of
my specific critical interest in the rural village as a site around which a
new national imagining is deployed and contested, I have not included
any of R. K. Narayan’s narratives of small-town South-India in mv thesis,
although, in a more comprehensive study, Narayan’'s prolific contribution
to contemporary Indian literature would have to be addressed.

Chapter Three deals with the literary response to Indo-Pakistani
Partition, and thus concentrates on border-spaces, crossings, and the
communal division of homeland. My primary texts in this section include
translated Urdu short-stories by writers such as Sadat Hasan Manto and
Rahi Masoom Reza, and Khushwant Singh’s 1956 novel Train to Pakistan
(written in English). I also examine retrospective depictions of Partition in
Bapsi Sidhwa’s Cracking India (1988) and Intizar Husain’s Urdu novel
Bast: (1979). In my final chapter I concentrate on post-colonial texts of the
1970s and 1980s, written in the attermath of Indira Gandhi’s Emergency;
notably, Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) and Nayantara
Sahgal’s Rich Like Us (1985), and locate the city-setting in both these works
as the site of more contemporary expressions of South-Asian identity.

In order to distance my own work from the synoptic textual strategies
of other and earlier European writings about South-Asia, and in order to
preserve an analytical flexibility, I have approached the primary texts in
each of my chapters from a distinct critical angle. In some cases I have
addressed each text consecutively, as in my writings on nationalist
literature. In other chapters I have preferred a more thematic approach,
particularly where this has seemed to coincide with the representation of

specific events in contemporary literature, such as the rebellion of 1857, or

Indo-Pakistani Partition.

*

In choosing to speak of ‘representations’ of cultural and political modes

of self-definition in this thesis, I must emphasise, in the first place, that I
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am not attempting to efface the ‘representative’ biases of this work,

immured as it is in the ideological values and assumptions of a specific
Intellectual and cultural background. Here, I have in mind Spivak’s
emphasis on the double session of the term representation, as she locates
it in Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. In Marx's
formulation, the term splits itself between ‘proxy and portrait’:
representation (vertreten) meaning ‘speaking for’, as in politics, and
representation (darstellen) meaning ‘re-presentation, as in art or
philosophy’.13 As she reveals the problematic ‘running together’ of these
terms in Deleuze and Guattari’'s work, Spivak warns against a
(metropolitan) critical practice which ‘overlook[s] the way in which ‘the
staging of the world in representation — its scene of writing ...
dissimulates the choice of and need for “heroes”, paternal proxies, agents
of power’.14

Taking it out of the theoretical context in which it appears,15 Spivak’s
distinction between the two senses of ‘represent’ can be used to prise open
the post-colonial fictions addressed here. In short, by attending to the
double meaning of representation in the production of both post-colonial
literature, and metropolitan criticism/theory, we can trace out the way in
which these texts ‘stand for’ or solicit, as agents of potential power, the
allegiance of specific cultural, economic, or gendered groups in (or
connected with) South-Asia, at the same time as they re-present or
reinvent the world aesthetically. This is most obviously the case in a
constellation of texts which overshadow much ot the literature covered in
the last three chapters of this thesis. I am referring here to political and
personal histories such as Jawaharlal Nehru's The Discovery of India, and
Mohandas Gandhi’s My Experiments with Truth. Although I will not
analyse any of these works directly, their formal and exemplary influence

will be traced out carefully in considering my primary texts.

%

Perhaps the most important conceptual term in this study is identity. I
have already touched on the critical problem of how, as a “Western’ critic,

my own work faces the problem of how to accommodate the place and

13 Gayatri Spivak, 1988b: 276.
14 Ibid: 275.
15 Ibid: 271.
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1dentity of the South-Asian ‘other’, without repeating the assimilative

epistemological manoeuvres of the colonial text. And as I have alreadv
mentioned, I will try to deal with this problem methodologically, through
a critical focus on specific locations and transitional events in South-Asian
history. Additionally, I will also seek to resolve this problem of ‘respecting
the other without absorbing it into the same’16 in my theoretical approach
by interrogating cultural syncretism as the potential basis for an
accommodation of identity and alterity between cultures. In order to
foreground these ideas at greater length, it is exigent to provide a clearer
definition of what I mean by identity.

If we relate identity to a notion of subjectivity, or the ‘subject-within
language’, we immediately run into an interesting set of problems. This is
because, 1n the intellectual aftermath of what has become rather too
readily known as the ‘crisis in [traditional New Critical] literary studies’,
the positing of a unitary or coherent subject has become untenable. The
theoretical contributions of ‘post-Marxists’, such as Althusser and
Macherey, and post-structuralists such as Lacan, Foucault, and Derrida, to
an interrogation of ‘the mythical site par excellence ... the subject’,17 have
been well documented elsewhere. Their importance in this analysis stems
from the fact that they show how language, with its concurrent
instabilities, slippages, and logocentric assumptions manages to inform
the innermost place of the subject.

In terms of Lacan’s work, the subject is thus reproduced as ‘a
construction in language’.18 This means that the subject can never exist
‘outside [the normative instabilities of]| language’. For post-colonial writers
and critics, especially those concerned with issues of migrancy, these
theoretical assertions have led to a challenging of both the Enlightenment
subject, ‘as ... an originating consciousness, authority for meaning and
truth’,19 and the sociological idea of the subject as a social role-playing
actor, in favour of a model of identification based on a more enabling
plural subjectivity. Much of my work in this thesis has involved teasing
out the contradictions and micro-politics of plural (translated) subjective

negotiations in language, in narratives of history and territory, and in the

16 Young 1990: 10.

17 Stephen Heath, see Young 1981: 12
I8 Ibid: 13.

19 1bid: 12.
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Inconsistencies of textual production. In general accord with the

theoretical points outlined above, I have adopted a view of subject-identity
which is a continuous effect ‘in process’, a fluid switching between
different aspects of the self.20

This said, we must remember that the colonial subject may be staged
differently in different languages, and it it important not to overestimate
the reach of language or discourse in the exercise of colonial power.
Indeed, this is something which Homi Bhabha warns against when he
states that ‘the rule of Empire must not be allegorised in the misrule of
writing’.21 Consequently, I am wary of a theoretical frame for thinking
about post-colonial issues which concentrates on the politics of the subject,
or subject-in-discourse to the exclusion of wider social formations. Spivak
also problematises this kind of over-emphasis on the operation of power
through discourse when she concurs with Said’s critique of power in
Foucault as ‘a captivating and mystifying category that allows him “to
obliterate the role of classes, the role of economics, the role of insurgency
and rebellion”’.22

By including collective forms of identity such as regional culture, class,
and caste in my thesis I am proposing a model of the subject that, although
not unitary in terms of origin or identity, is still to some extent self-
directing and selective in terms of macrological ethnic and political
allegiances. This is not a claim for a ‘metaphysics of [subjective] presence’,
but is instead a pragmatic attempt to retain an awareness of the liberating
possibilities of organised political action, however constructing these
collective discourses may be. In some ways I hope to reconcile these
divergent theoretical definitions of identity by showing how, even in
appropriated, anti-imperialist discourses such as nationalism, political
power is not a uniform category which ‘captivates’, but rather devolves to
[/ through the subject.

In its chronological scope, my thesis takes in the growth and fulfilment
of nationalism in South-Asia, although I do not engage with what could
be termed ‘nationalist’ fictions until my second chapter. Accordingly, the

first part of this study will concern itself largely with identity as distinct

20 For this model of identity [ am indebted to Stuart Hall's work, particularly his essay
‘New Ethnicities’. See Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 1995: 223.

21 Homi Bhabha 1994: 129.

22 Gayatri Spivak 1988b: 275.
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religious, linguistic, and regional modes of collective self-expression. The

middle two chapters will look at how these integrated (and what some
nationalist theorists would term ‘primordial’) identifications are
negotiated within the literary orders of a ‘national [civic] imagining’,23 and
how this is challenged by the rise of exclusivist communal and militant
nationalist movements during Indo-Pakistani Partition. My last chapter
will mark out a retrospective literary problematising of the unitary and

monocentric nature of nationalism, epitomised in more contemporary

literary representations of totalitarian rule.

*

I have already drawn attention to my use of literature in translation,
and now I want to discuss the issues surrounding my rather unorthodox
choice of primary texts in more detail. In the first three chapters of this
thesis I will systematically contrast South-Asian writings in English with
literature translated from regional languages. In Chapter One I will work
on classical Urdu and Persian poetry of the nineteenth century, in Chapter
Two I will examine an early example of the Bengali novel, and in my
third chapter I will look at short-stories translated from Hindi and Urdu.
By including these texts in my thesis I am traversing potentially difficult
ground, not least because of the unspoken assumption that, at a doctoral
level, working from translation is something of a critical compromise.

In British and American universities (although not in South-Asian
institutions) this sensitivity to the translated text is due, in part, to the
maintenance of a disciplinary separation between linguistic, ‘area-studies’
specialists, and ‘post-colonial’ commentators. In the tormer group, the
production of rigorous analyses and translations of indigenous literature
is accompanied, on the whole, by a marked lack of interest in cultural
theory; specifically where this seems to call into question the historical
provenance and ideological assumptions which append to their work. The
heated exchange in The Times Literary Supplement between Edward Said

and the then professor of social anthropology at Cambridge, Ernest

Gellner, after the publication of Said’s Culture and Imperialismn , stands as

a case 1n point.2+

23 This term is taken from Benedict Anderson’s influential work Imagined Communities.

Anderson 1991.
24 Gee The Times Literary Supplement 1993: April 9th.
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In the latter “post-colonial’ group, in which Said’s enduring influence

must be recognised, a sensitivity to theoretical issues, and in particular to
the role of European translations in the historical project of colonialism,
has meant that academics in these fields are often unwilling to engage
with post-colonial literatures in translation. When translation from
Arabic or South-Asian languages is seriously countenanced, it is often
only in the work of ‘migrant’ intellectuals such as Said and Spivak, and
then primarily as part of a theoretical manoeuvring. Spivak’s translations
of the work of the Bengali writer Mahasweta Devi prove the exception
here, and sadly, have not led to any noticeable widening of interest in
regional South-Asian literatures in translation, subaltern or otherwise.
Because of these combined factors, South-Asian literatures in
translation remain the province of those who can lay claim to a ‘native’ or
mother-tongue proficiency in them, absolving European academics from
the difficult task of either learning a language or pressing for good

translated texts. As Aijaz Ahmad states in his famous reply to Fredric

Jameson:

Rare would be a modern intellectual in Asia and Africa who
does not know at least one major European language; equally
rare would be, on the other side, a major literary theorist in
Europe or the United States who has ever bothered with an
Asian or African language; and the enormous industry of
translation which circulates texts among the advanced
capitalist countries grinds erratically and slowly when it
comes to translation from [these] languages.25

Admittedly, one could argue that literatures in English should be the sole
concern of academics involved in English literature, but this kind of
drawing of cultural-linguistic borders goes against the tide of an English
discipline which has, in recent years, confronted its own role in the
ideological construction of political and gender difterence, and which has
become increasingly open to continental theoretical texts in translation,
especially French philosophy.

One of the most pressing problems here, and one which Ahmad’s
attack on Jameson picks up, is the frequent connection between a

‘sanctioned ignorance’ of vernacular writings, and the making of

25 Ahmad 1994: 97.
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reductive generalisations about these writings. An example of this kind of

generalising approach can be found in Salman Rushdie and Elizabeth
West’s recent anthology of post-independence ‘Indian Writing’, in which
the selection of only one translated text is justified by the assertion that
‘both fiction and non-fiction ... created by Indian writers working in
English, is proving to be a stronger and more important body of work
than most of what has been produced in the 16 ‘official languages’ of
India’.26 Of course, Rushdie is not ‘ignorant’ of vernacular literatures in
the sub-continent, and takes time to qualify his choices. However, having
become a mouthpiece tor cultural liberty and a defender of the right to
construct a hybrid sense of self, it is a pity that Rushdie has to be exclusive
about the language through which his ‘mongrel love-songs’ can be
articulated.

Like Rushdie, who has had to choose the ‘Indian English’ texts which
define ‘Indian writing’ after 1947, I have been faced with problems of
selection in this thesis. Because roughly halt my work has concentrated on
pre-Independence writing (which, as Rushdie grudgingly points out, is
marked by some very important regional texts), the absence of exemplary
regional-language works such as Pather Panchali would have led to a less
comprehensive analysis. Unlike Rushdie, I am convinced that vernacular
literature written after Indo-Pakistani Independence i1s equally worthy of
study, and I have selected a translation of a novel by one of the most
important Urdu writers of this period, Intizar Husain, as a primary text in

my third chapter in order to justify this conviction.

%

Whilst the institutional and literary assumptions which surround the
issue of post-colonial writing in translation point toward a thorny
entanglement of disciplinary prejudice and post-colonial canon-
formations, the theoretical implications of ignoring work 1n translation
are equally paradoxical. In her incisive text Siting Translation: History,
Post-Structuralism and the Colonial Context, Tejaswinu Niranjana looks at
the historical role of translation during colonisation, and the
contributions made by post-structuralists such as de Man and Derrida to a

viable post-colonial theorising of translation. For Niranjana, the post-

—__—_N

26 Rushdie and West 1997: introduction.
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colonial translator must work ‘to rethink a practice of translation

regulating and regulated by a horizon of metaphysics’, and this
reconceptualising ‘involves a use of translation that shatters the coherence
of the “original” and the “invariable identity of sense”’.27

It 1s in this deconstructive approach that the influence of Valter
Benjamin’s work on translation can be clearly felt in Niranjana’'s text. In
‘The Task of the Translator’, Benjamin overturns the orthodox view that
translation should involve a linguistically ‘accurate’ or ‘faithful’
mediation between original and secondary texts. Instead, the translator’s
task 1s to invoke a quasi-mystical realm of ‘pure’ transcendent
signification, and ‘to release in his own language that pure language
which is under the spell of another’.28 Spivak seems to make similarly
revolutionary claims, in her essay on ‘The Politics of Translation’, when
she talks of capturing the ‘rhetoricity’ of the target text. However, tor
Spivak the linguistic ‘surrender’ enacted by the translator should produce
not a ‘pure’ reproduction of the target text, but a heightened sensitivity to
cultural alterity, and to the ‘dynamic staging’ of the subject in another
language. This is why Spivak talks of ‘earning the right’ to translate,
because, as ‘the most intimate act of reading’,29 translation is also

potentially the most violent way of reading the post-colonial narrative:

Paradoxically, it is not possible for us as ethical agents to
imagine otherness or alterity maximally. We have to turn
the other into something like the self in order to be ethical.
To surrender in translation is more erotic than ethical [it is a
knowledge that] ... the rhetoric of the text indicates the limits
of language for you as long as you are with the text.30

Echoing Ahmad’s pronouncement on translation, Spivak is also
concerned with the pedagogical milieu into which translated texts are
received, and is quick to point out the pitfalls of translating to a (VWestern)
monolingual audience who cannot make value judgments about the

original work: ‘The person who is translating must have a tough sense of

the specific terrain of the original, so that she can fight the racist

27 Niranjana 1992: 170.
28 Benjamin 1992: 80.
29 Spivak 1993: 183.
30 [bid.
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assumption that all third world women’s writing is good’.31 What [ find

particularly reassuring in Spivak’s methodological account is her
sensitivity to the ‘dynamic staging of language’ and the ‘strategic selective
accessibility of the translated language’.32

T'he issue of translation takes on an added significance in this thesis
when we think of its use as a term descriptive of cultural and
geographical, as well as linguistic, exchanges. The Oxford English
Dictionary gives a definition of translation as a ‘move from one person,
place, or condition to another’, and it is this more general idea of
translation which evokes, in Rushdie's terminology, the ‘metaphoricity’
of the migrant condition: ‘Migrants — borne-across humans — are
metaphorical beings in their very essence ... we all cross frontiers; in that
sense we are all migrant peoples’.33

Although this vision of human history and identity as a web of
continual crossings and hybrid mixings informs my own work, it is
important to remember that Rushdie’s idea of hybridity, as a universal
tendency towards pervasive idiomatic and cultural mixings, leaves little
space for an otherness which might exist at the limits of our translations,
and which Spivak shows us is the most important lesson to be learnt by

the translator. In short, Rushdie’s universalising cosmopolitan aesthetic,

which transforms ‘translation’ into a quotidian process of cultural
syncretism, must only be accepted if it 1s contrasted with the type of careful
signalling of cultural alterity epitomised by Spivak’s translations of
Mahasweta Devi’s work. For Spivak, it is only through a sensitivity to the
way in which ‘third-world’ cultures are differently articulated that
commentators in the West can claim any meaningful solidarity with these
cultures. Making this point about women’s writing, Spivak states: ‘I am
uncomfortable with notions of feminist solidarity which are celebrated
when everybody is similarly produced’.34

In order that my own intellectual claim to solidarity is not made from a
wholly mono-cultural basis, or circumscribed by an assimilative linguistic
agenda, and to show that I want to explore forms of transaction in both

language and literary form, I have not dispensed with primary texts in

31 Ibid: 188.

32 Ibid.

33 Rushdie 1991: 278-79.
34 Spivak 1993: 192.
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translation. As I cannot boast a ‘tough sense’ of the linguistic terrain of

these works, I have, wherever possible, compared different translations of
the same text, and reinforced my choices with reference to translators
commentaries. In only one case, that of Intizar Husain’s novel, Basti,
have I been unable to find much secondary material on the translation of
the vernacular text. Even so, the innovative formal techniques and time-
structures which Husain uses made me unwilling to abandon the novel,

and I must accept full responsibility for any omissions or mistakes in

Frances Pritchett’s translation which may have escaped me.

1

In his work On Deconstruction, Jonathan Culler makes the interesting
point that the more a work of criticism or philosophy seeks to produce a
definitive, conclusive analysis of a subject, the more texts proliferate
around i1t, and ‘the more writing it generates’.35 It is thus a mark of the
intellectual standing of Edward Said’s classic text, Orientalism, that it has
played a significant part in ‘enabling” and accelerating the growth of
writing on post-colonial theory and criticism in the last two decades.
Furthermore, as Bart Moore-Gilbert states, it is a measure of the enduring
impact of Orientalism that, for at least five years after its publication, none
of these secondary writings actively contested Said’s text.

However, as a number of critics have since pointed out, Said’s work
does enshrine certain problems and contradictions. Without carrying out
an extended critique of Said’s text, I want to focus here on some of the
objections which have been made to Orientalism, and thereby enlarge on
the hypothetical bases of my own work. The issues I will sketch out here

are important in terms of my first chapter, which contrasts colomal and
indigenous texts from the mid-nineteenth century, but, given the

authority of Orientalism in the post-colonial field, they are also pertinent

to the following chapters.
In his review of critical responses to Orientalism, Bart Moore-Gilbert

points up fundamental tensions in the theoretical bases of Said’s work;
which show an often ‘contradictory’ debt to scholars as diverse as Erich

Auerbach, Antonio Gramsci, and French post-structuralists such as

35 Culler 1994: 90.
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Foucault. As Moore-Gilbert states,

deep-rooted contradictions [occur in] ... Said’s attempt to
combine aspects of the Marxist tradition of cultural theory
with its ... vision of power as repressive and working on
behalf of certain material interests, together with
Foucauldian theory ... which sees power as ‘decentred’,
‘impersonal’ and arbitrary in terms of its ‘social interests’.36

James Clifford describes these contradictions as ‘a persistent hermeneutical
short-circuit at the very centre of [Said’s] thesis’.37 As Moore-Gilbert
stresses, the seemingly disabling problem in this instance is whether
colonial (and neo-colonial) power should be seen as operating through
‘'what Foucault would call the repressive hypothesis’, or whether it is
mediated through more ‘pastoral’ discursive strategies.38

In his approach to these problems, Robert Young has emphasised that
the contradictions between power and agency in Orientalism, between
Foucault on one hand, and humanism and/or the Gramscian notion of
the organic intellectual on the other, enact a return to the ‘age-old
philosophical conundrum of the relation of the particular to the universal
and thus of free will to necessity’.39 This is repeated in Said’s desire to
‘hang on to the individual as agent and instigator whilst retaining a
certain notion of system and historical determination’.40 Thus, because
Said is unwilling to concede his model of European colonial culture as
anything but monologic and totalising, the space of his own critical
consciousness as the intervening ‘outsider critic’ becomes questionable.

This brings me to another objection levelled at Orientalism, the fact
that Said’s totalising model of colonial discourse seems to discount or

gloss-over ‘differentials in the political rationalities through which

colonial projects were constructed’.41 This, in turn, implies a worrying

acquiescence and lack of resistance on the part of the colonised. For critics
working from the subcontinent, the uniform or ‘monologic’ image of

colonial power posited in Said’s text is something which is intrinsically

36 Moore-Gilbert 1997: 41.
37 Ibid.

38 Ibid: 160.

39 Young 1990: 134.

40 Ibid.
41 David Scott 1995: 214.
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problematic. As Aijaz Ahmad states in ‘Orientalisim and After, ‘with the

exception of Said’s own voice, the only voices we encounter in the book
are precisely those of the very Western canon which, Said complains, has
always silenced the Orient’.42 On a similar note, Harish Trivedi, in the
Introduction to his Colonial Transactions, decries colonial discourse
analyses such as Orientalism as an ‘ideological need of the Western
academy rather than an Eastern one’. For Trivedi, post-colonial Indian
academics would be better employed in ‘looking at the assimilative or
subversive strategies through which we coped with their orientalism’
than in worrying about “Western/imperialist ideology and [its] projection’.
He goes on to suggest that South-Asian scholars ‘could perhaps similarly
parade some choice examples of our own occidentalism, which was a kind

of comparable (mis-)knowledge with which we empowered ourselves to
resist the west’.43

That said, criticisms of Said’s work based on what he ‘leaves out’ of his
text are not particularly compelling. Said states that his aim, in

Orientalism, is an archaeology of the cultural foundations of Western

imperialism, and it is therefore untfair to insist that ‘other voices’ should,
necessarily, be present in his work. Similarly, even as Trivedi’s argument
privileges instances of ‘occidentalist (mis-) knowledge’ as a theoretical
counterbalance to colonial discourse analyses, his position reveals, as a
reversal of the discursive patterns of Orientalism, a certain indebtedness
to Said’s theoretical framework.

However, both Ahmad’s and Trivedi’s comments on Orientalism are
provocative when we think again of the problem of Said’s contradictory
account of power as a range of discourses which bear little or no relation to
the political negotiations of colonial rule. If Said does not seek to speculate
on the reaction of the Arab/Islamic subjects to their own discursive and
material objectification, we should at least be aware of these reactions in
the changing, developing representations of Orientalism. 5Said does try to
account for this contradictory movement by moditying his argument and
positing two distinct forms of Orientalist discourse, which exist on ‘latent
and manifest levels’ (across which latent orientalism is a sustained note

underlying the melodic changes of its manifest counterpart).

42 Ahmad 1994: 172.
43 Trivedi 1993: 20.
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Even so, this fails to solve the ‘theoretical problem of how a

representation it is claimed bears no relation to its putative object could
nevertheless be put in the service of the control and domination of that
object’.44 For later critics such as Bhabha and Spivak, who have both been
Influenced by Said’s work, the contradictions and short-circuits in Said’s
model of discursive colonial power have, to some extent, been resolved by
a greater willingness to apply the partisan tactics of deconstruction to the
Inherently ambivalent (to use Bhabha’s term) compositions of colonial
discourse.

Taking as self-evident the proposition that colonial cultural production
1s related in certain executive ways to the administration of Empire, I will
address the colonial texts examined in this thesis as a limited and
inherently unstable set of inscriptions. As we have seen, for critics such as
Ahmad, Orientalism is notable because it ‘examines the history of
Western textualities about the non-West quite in isolation from how
these textualities might have been received, modified, challenged, [or]
overthrown’.45 And in this thesis it is precisely on these points of
reception, modification, and challenge that I will concentrate.

In accordance with the broad deconstructive agenda of my critical
approach, I will not read colonial (or indigenous) texts as synoptic or
totalising economies of meaning. In this respect I am partly echoing Said’s
insistence on an analytical recognition of the ‘worldly circumstances’ of
the text in ‘The World, the Text, and the Critic’.46 However, as I will show
in this thesis, far from enclosing the text within ‘a hermetic, Alexandrian
textual universe, which has no connection with actuality’ (a criticism
which Said makes of ‘recent critical theory’),47 a deployment of
deconstructive post-colonial critical strategies can reveal both the
‘cognitive failures’ of the colonial text, and, more generally, the syncretic,

‘transacted’” makeup of all cultural productions generated out of the

colonial encounter.48

x

In their use of the English language, and also in their appropriation of

44 Young 1990: 130.

45 Ahmad 1994: 172.

46 Said 1991: 35.

47 Ibid: 36.

48 Moore-Gilbert 1997: 85.



18
European forms such as the novel, South-Asian writers working in the

last hundred years have carried out an almost continuous process of

‘transacting’, reshaping, and domesticating alien literary structures. As the

Indian novelist Raja Rao states:

I'he telling has not been easy. One has to convev in a
language that is not one’s own the spirit that is one’s own.
One has to convey the various shades and omissions of a

certain thought-movement that looks maltreated in an alien
language.49

T'he importance of a statement such as Rao’s is that it proclaims a
revolutionary moment of disavowal, and articulates a reaction against an
unmediated use of a language and/or literary form which has worked to
‘other’ the colonised. In some very significant ways this echoes the
feminist attention to a ‘crucial link between language and patriarchy, and
of the linguistic constitution of the patriarchal regime’,50 in particular,
Julia Kristeva’s work on the construction of women within the symbolic
orders of a phallocentric linguistics.

For post-colonial writers working in English, the problem of self-
expression in the language of the coloniser has sometimes led to its
outright rejection: a theoretical manoeuvre which prompted the Gikuyu
writer, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, to exhort Kenyan writers to ‘return to the
sources of their being in the rhythms of life and speech and languages of
the Kenyan masses’.51 Where a return to a separate, less dislocating
regional language is impossible, as it is for women, or simply not chosen,
as is the case with writers such as Rao, a more subversive stance 1s
adopted. This involves the search for ways of speaking which will resist
the binary orders of ethnocentric or phallocentric language and which can
then be inserted in place of, but also within, the textual space of the

dominant language.
Clear affinities can be found between this approach and Derridean

deconstruction. As Derrida states,

The movements of deconstruction do not destroy structures
from the outside. They are not possible and eftective, nor can

49 Rao 1993: Foreword.

50 Ibid.
51 Ngugi 1986: 73.
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they take accurate aim, except by inhabiting those structures.
Operating necessarily from the inside, borrowing ... strategic
and economic resources of subversion from the old
structure.>2

Obviously, the degree to which this ‘borrowing of resources’ occurs varies
widely across the respective theoretical constellations of post-colonial53
and feminist theory. In each chapter of this thesis, I will address the
specific intersections and borrowings which become the practical working
out of a struggle to achieve self-representation in the coloniser’s tongue.

However, it we attend too closely to these literary acts of reclamation,
we are In danger of seeing cross-cultural negotiation as an isolated and
Invariably conscious literary strategy. Thus, what I will also call attention
to here is a less actively partisan process of ‘transaction” which can be seen
to operate before, alongside, and around the space of post-colonial literary
appropriation. In relation to the covert, fluidal nature of the cross-cultural
exchanges I will highlight shortly, Trivedi’s term ‘transaction’, with its
implications of recognised mutual concession or negotiation, starts to
become misleading. More clearly, these discursive exchanges must be read
as an almost unnoticeable ‘seepage’ between the discourses of coloniser
and colonised.

Dennis Porter broaches similar issues when he argues for the critical

consideration of textual dialogue as part of an analysis of colonial and neo-

colonial relations. In this dialogue the alternation ot ‘subject-object
relations’” might enable us to ‘read ourselves as the others of our others
and replace the notion of a place of truth with that of a knowledge which
is always relative and provisional’.54 As Porter states, even the concept of
dialogue is put into partial suspension here, as we suddenly find ourselves
in a cultural situation in which oppositional forces continually melt into,
collude with, and reinterpret each other. The crucial point to be made here
is that by reading around the margins of discourse, and concentrating on

points of contradiction and cultural slippage, we can theorise different

52 Derrida 1976: 24.
53 For Ngugi, the ‘resource’ to be borrowed and inhabited becomes the novel form itself,

restructured around a formerly oral Gikuyu idiom; for Kristeva on the other hand, the
potential ‘resource’ can be described as the liberating potential of certain preexisting

avant-garde literary forms.
54 Dennis Porter see Williams and Chrisman 1993: 153.
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levels and modes of negotiation, both in colonial texts, and in later

‘appropriated’ hegemonic narratives such as nationalism.

x

In order to demonstrate the way these concepts of transactional cultural
‘seepage’ can be used as reading strategies, I will now discuss their
relevance in relation to specific extracts taken from two contemporary
post-colonial texts. The first passage is taken from Vikram Seth’s novel A
Suitable Boy. In an early scene Seth foregrounds the character of one of his
principal figures, Mrs Rupa Mehra, by describing her habit of sending
recycled birthday cards to her extensive network of friends and relatives
(because this passage provides such a clear example of the theoretical

issues I am discussing, I quote extensively):

It was very rarely that Mrs Rupa Mehra bought a card for
anyone, no matter how close or dear that person was. The
habit of necessary thrift had sunk deep into her mind...She
could not afford cards so she made them. In fact she enjoyed
the creative challenge of making them. Postponing the
decision of illustration Mrs Rupa Mehra looked for assistance
in building up a rhyming text [from the rhymes in the cards|

Now came the heartbreaking point, not the mere
transcription of a stanza but the actual sacrifice of an old card.
Which of the [pictorial] roses would have to be transplanted?
... The sheep perhaps—yes, they would do. They were flufty
and unemotional. She did not mind parting with them. Mrs
Rupa Mehra was a vegetarian, whereas both her father and
Parvarti where avid meat-eaters. The roses in the foreground
of the old card were preserved for future use, and the three
sheared sheep were driven carefully towards new pastures.>>

As a socially-orientated ‘creative’ activity, Mrs Rupa Mehra’s birthday card
reconstruction produces, in miniature, an allegory of the ‘transacted’,
newly post-colonial world in which she lives. It is important to notice that
the images on the greetings-cards she receives from ‘all over India, and
even... from abroad’,56 are recognisably Eurocentric: pictures of roses,
apples, grapes, strawberries, and fluffy sheep. However, unlike her son

Arun, who figures as the Naipaulian ‘mimic-man’ of Seth’s novel, Mrs

55 Seth 1994: 42-44
56 1bid: 41.
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Rupa Mehra’s cultural identity is not threatened by this incursion of alien

signs. Neither is her response to these images a conscious act of counter-
discourse (as we are told, she finds the sacrifice of the cards
‘heartbreaking’). Rather, what occurs here is a kind of covert, cross-cultural
bricolage.

For Derrida, interrogating what he sees as Lévi-Strauss’s false
dichotomy of ‘Bricoleur’ and ‘Engineer’, the act of bricolage is redefined as
an integral part of all discursive production: ‘If one calls bricolage the
necessity ot borrowing one’s concepts from the text of a heritage which is
more or less coherent or ruined, it must be said that every discourse is
Bricoleur/57 Both Derrida and Lévi-Strauss ground their perception of
bricolage in a single ‘coherent or ruined’ economy of signs. And in Seth’s
text the post-colonial cross-cultural borrowings of Mrs Rupa Mehra’s
literal act of cut-and-paste bricolage readily become apparent.

Detaching and ‘rewriting’ the fragmented units of a formerly, ‘more or
less’ structured cultural discourse, Mrs Rupa Mehra reconstitutes both
image and text, shaping them in the light of her predominantly Hindu
world-view. Thus the pieces of trite verse on the cards (in this instance
voiced by anthropomorphic sheep) are fashioned around Rupa Mehra’s
philosophical/religious conceptualisation, and her cultural sensitivity to

the subtleties of familial relationships:

The sheep [on the card] bleated in rhymes...

It's not a standard greeting
For just one joyful day
But a wish that’s meant to cover

Life’s bright and shining way...

Yes! Life’s shining way, a concept dear to Mrs Rupa
Mehra, was here polished to an even finer lustre. Nor did
the lines commit her to any deep protestation of atfection

for her father’s second wife.58

As an example of cross-cultural discursive transter and exchange, Mrs

Rupa Mehra’s actions take on a further significance when we realise that

they involve a kind of secondary dissemination. In other words, by

57 Jacques Derrida 1978: 285.
58 Seth 1993: 43.
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culturally recycling the image/text at her disposal, Seth’s character liberates

Its earlier function as a simple enunciatory message, and recirculates it as
an ‘Indian-English avatar’,59 a reborn compound text floating within her
own, indigenous sphere of influence. The importance of Mrs Rupa
Mehra’s quiet act of discursive recycling now becomes evident in relation
to this analysis, because it articulates a subtler form of the cultural
‘dialogue’” which Trivedi sees as an integral part of the ‘strategies through
which we coped with their orientalism’. Furthermore, whilst we delineate
these strategies within contemporary South-Asian culture, we must be
aware of their existence long before the chronological span of European
colonial interventions in South-Asia.

This brings me to my second theoretical metaphor, that of the
medieval document store in Amitav Ghosh'’s brilliant work of historical
and cultural reclamation, In an Antique Land. Based on Ghosh’s
experiences as a social anthropologist in Egypt, the narrative follows his
search for documentary information about a slave from Southern India
named Bomma in the business-correspondence of twelfth-century Arab-
Jewish traders based in Cairo and Aden. The tale of Bomma is a
remarkable example of pre-modern migrancy, but, in terms of my
theoretical argument in this introduction, it is the archaeological source of
the documents upon which Bomma’s story is traced out which is really
telling.

According to Ghosh, the documents were found in a synagogue in
Cairo in a special chamber known as the Geniza, which was used as a
depository of personal papers and manuscripts: ‘Since most writings in
that epoch included at least one sacred evocation ... they had to be disposed
of with special rites ... to prevent the accidental desecration of any written
form of God’s name’.t0 In the Ben Ezra synagogue the documents were
never destroyed, but simply accumulated over seven hundred years until
they were located and removed by European orientalists in the late
nineteenth century.

The cultural eclecticism of the Geniza documents, deposited, as they

were, by wave after wave of Jewish immigrants to Cairo — the last

document to be stored was a divorce settlement from Bombay — evokes

59 Trivedi 1993: 16.
60 Ghosh 1994: 56.
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the kind of cross-cultural bricolage which is so effectively depicted in Mrs

Rupa Mehra’s act of textual reconstruction. However, filled to a height of
‘two and a half stories’,61 the Geniza chamber also produces a sense of
historical depth. Impacted and layered in their well-like tomb, the massed
papers of the Geniza can be seen to symbolise an overwritten, stratified
column of syncretic or transacted Arab-Jewish-Indian histories which are
not easily moulded to orientalist or nationalist notions of difference.

In Culture and Imperialism Said highlights the way in which
imperialism worked to ‘consolidate the mixture of cultures and identities
on a global scale’. As he goes on to say, ‘its worst and most paradoxical gift
was to allow people to believe that they were only, mainly, exclusively,
white or black or western or oriental’.62In the proliferating textual mass of
notes, rewritings, contracts, receipts, and cross-cultural personal and
mercantile correspondence that make up the Geniza, we find both a
counter to Said’s imperial cultural consolidation, and a kind of textual
slippage, a ‘spilling over’, beyond boundaries.

Thus we find ourselves contemplating, once again, some of the issues
which informed the start of this introduction. In particular, the invariably
political nature of narrative boundaries which declare geopolitical,
historical, or cultural ditterence, and work, paradoxically, to ‘designate the
constant of a presence — eidos, arche, telos, energeia, ousia (essence,
existence, substance, subject)’.63 Throughout this thesis we will encounter
these necessary fictions in the discourses of colonialism, and in the
founding narratives of nationalist and communalist movements. And,
because ‘human beings [discursively] make their cultural and ethnic
identities’, 64 we shall also see how, like the maintaining of textual
boundaries, or the demarcation of a critical ‘beginning’, these ‘constants of

presence’ are invariably threatened by the erasures and partial absences

upon which they are constructed.

61 [bid: 83.
62 Said 1993: 408.
63 Derrida 1979: xxi.

64 1bid.
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Chapter One

Landscapes and Palaces:
Negotiating the Geography of Colonial Rule
in Mid-Nineteenth Century.

Look at the hands of the mighty generals ... deploying their forces on the battle-field ...
But this is not a real battle where blood is shed and the fate of empires i~ decided. Mr
Mir and Mr Mirza are only El ying at wartfare. Their armies are pieces of ivory, their
battle-field is a piece of cloth ... [and] While the great-grandsons of Burhan-al-Mulk '~
otficers [fight] bloodlessly another game is being played elsewhere.!

In the opening scene of his 1977 film, The Chess Players, Satyajit Ray
skiltully juxtaposes the obsessive, introverted chess-playing of Mr Mir and
Mr Mirza, two wealthy Lucknow landowners, with the wider political
strategies of the Marquess of Dalhousie’s annexation of the kingdom of
Oudh, a year before the rebellion of 1857. For Ray, the chess game thus
becomes the linking device between the two main narratives in his film,
and the formalised, mathematical nature of the microcosmic ‘battle’ in
which Mir and Mirza engage gradually serves to highlight the tragic,
shifting, and decidedly unsymmetrical ‘game’ in which the king of Oudh
1s forced to participate, as he hands over his state to the British. The short
story by Dhanpat Rai (commonly known by his pen-name, Premchand),
which furnished Ray with the screenplay of his film, revolves more
simply around the single narrative of Mir and Mirza’s chess game, and my
interest in the representation of the chess game in both fictional and
filmic texts is directly linked to the wider critical and contextual
possibilities which are opened up in an analysis of this leitmotif.

Twenty years before Premchand’s short story was first published,2 Lord
Curzon, the British viceroy who presided over the disastrous partition of

Bengal in 1905, used a similar chess metaphor to describe the continuing

importance of India as a colonial possession: ‘It was, as ... [he] had tactfully
remarked, “the Queen on the English chessboard” [of Empire]’.3 Indeed,
India had been Britain’s most important colony ever since the East India
Company had consolidated its trade monopoly there, in the latter half of

the eighteenth century. In order to preserve their hold on such a precious

1 Ray: 1977.

2 David Rubin, the translator of the Penguin collection of Premchand’s stories, gives the
publication date of the Hindi version of the text, Satran; Ke Khilari, as 1924, although
there is some controversy over the dates of a version of the story in Urdu. See David Rubin’s

‘Notes to the Stories’ in Premchand 1988: 261.
3 Ali: 1991: 19.
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imperial acquisition, the officials of the Company had operated a scheme

of treaties, engagements, and annexations in their dealings with the
mosaic of feudatory states which covered most of the subcontinent. This
policy of gradual annexation was stopped when control of India was
acceded directly to the British government after the so-called Mutiny of
1857-8.4 |
Curzon’s description of colonial territories as (red) chess pieces of
different value owes a great deal to the global power-politics of the late
nineteenth century, a period during which the British were defending
themselves (in Kipling’s ‘Great Game’) against the perceived threat of
Russian Imperialist expansion into South Asia. However, only a few years
later, British interests were not being threatened internationally, by other
imperial powers, but internally, by an energetic nationalist movement
calling for home-rule. Curzon’s self-styled imperial chess game had
shrunk to a subcontinental level in which the valued pieces were not
colonies themselves, but loyal areas within the colony. As Rushbrook

W illiams, a London journalist, wrote in 1930:

The situations of these feudatory states, chequerboarding all
India as they do, are a great safeguard. It is like establishing a
vast network of friendly fortresses in debatable territory.>

Unlike Curzon’s usage, Rushbrook Williams’s metaphorical
‘chequerboard’ reflects the political setting in which both Premchand and
Ray situate their narratives (that of the princely states). However, I am not
attempting to argue that there is any detailed connection between these
catchy pieces of political rhetoric and the subtleties of Ray’s use of this
metaphor. Indeed, my aim in drawing attention to these figures ot speech
is to emphasise the more general way in which administrators such as
Curzon saw their own work in terms of clear, rationalised patterns of
controlled and managed colonial spaces.

Returning to Williams’s ‘Indian chequerboard’, what it is also
important to stress is the integral part which the nominally independent
princely states played in the political systems of colonial rule throughout
the history of the British in India. In the first half of the nineteenth

1 The East India Company acceded the India administration to the direct control of the

Crown in 1858.
5 Rushbrook Williams, see Fisher 1991: 29.
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century the most important feudatory state in terms of the East India

Company’s interests in India was Oudh, since it provided both extensive
revenues and most of the indigenous soldiers in the Company’s armyv.
Oudh was also geographically important as it made up a central section of
the corridor of directly ruled territory which the British had carved from
Calcutta through to the Punjab by 1847. As Michael Fisher explains: ‘The
relationship between the Awadh [Oudh] Ruler and the Companv
determined to a large measure the shape of North Indian history over the
entire 1764-1857 period’.6

Even though, as Ray suggests in his film, the nawabs or landed
aristocracy in mid-nineteenth century Lucknow, and in other royal
capitals such as Delhi, were ambivalent to the notion of ‘proto-national’
rebellion, we must retain an awareness that The Chess Players is an
historical depiction of a people on the brink of cataclysmic domestic war
against the British. With historical hindsight, the intense calm of Rav’s
Lucknow develops as a constant note of foreboding: the oppressive
stillness before a political storm which will inevitably engult Oudh and
the rest of Northern India.

Perhaps more than anything it was the annexation of Oudh which
prompted Indian sections of the colonial army to rise against their British
officers during the dry-season of 1857. For these soldiers, annexation
meant a direct threat to family land-holdings in Oudh. ‘Almost every
agricultural family in Oudh had a representative in the army ... atter the
annexation ... 14000 petitions were received from the sepoys about the
hardships of the new revenue system [imposed by the British|".7 In this,
the soldier’s interests coincided directly with those of the rural peasant-
farmers and indentured labourers. Hence, it was this economic threat,

allied with a sense of common religious persecution, which lent the
rebellion its collective aspect, not simply as a military ‘mutiny’, but as a

popular movement against British rule.

Analysed with the complexity of these cultural and economic factors
in mind, the wayv in which Curzon’s and Williams’s metaphorical usages
simultaneously construct and simplify the work of empire becomes

clearer. Indeed, for these commentators the trope of the colonial chess

M

6 Ibid: 377.
7 Chandra 1989: 35.
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game lifts a conception of colonialism out of the unpleasant realm of what

Conrad termed ‘robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a great
scale’,8 and onto the level of the abstract, rational war-game. Here, the
colonies become colourful table-top dioramas, across which British
openings, strategies and end-games can be plotted accordingly.

It is the disjunction between abstract colonial representation and
political/ cultural actuality which Ray interrogates so successfully in his
historical reinterpretation of the annexation of Oudh. As the viewer is
already aware at the start of the film, Mir and Mirza’s game of chess (or
rather Shatranj, the original Indian version of the game) is played within
a recognised cultural framework of rules and strategic projections of
movement between equal, oppositional forces. Contrasted with the formal
certainties of Mir and Mirza’s game, the colonial ‘capture’ of<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>