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Abstract

To date no single critic has yet published a monograph charting the development
of Amitav Ghosh’s fiction. Yet Ghosh is one of the most distinctive and influential
writers to come out of India since Rushdie and, with five novels already published at
the age of forty-seven, his fiction is continuing to develop in ambition and scope. This
thesis is an attempt to fill the critical gap by providing a sustained account of Ghosh’s
writing. I contend that at the heart of his corpus is the argument that knowledge 1s
produced by structures of dominance, particularly the military, economic, and

epistemic strategies of colonialism.

In the Introduction I set out my methodological parameters, tracing the debate
about knowledge and power through Foucault’s conceptualization of power as a
pervasive set of social relations; Said’s recognition that contemporary thought has
been crucially shaped by colonialism; and arriving at Bhabha’s insight that colonial
models of power and knowledge are ambivalent, split, and self-contradictory.
Threaded through this discussion I provide tangible examples, from colomal texts and
art, which cast new light on the theories. The Introduction then turns to Ghosh’s
writing, particularly focusing on the way in which his interrogation of borderlines —

between nations, discursive fields, and genres — sends out a challenge to the
compartmentalization of much Western thought.

I discuss Ghosh’s novels in chronological order, suggesting that in each of them
he examines the imbrication of at least one specific form of knowledge in colonial
power structures. In Chapter One, I discuss representations of science in The Circle of
Reason. 1 argue that science has often been regarded as a legitimate and legitimizing
form of knowledge that is disinterested, culturally neutral, benevolent in intention, and
allowing access to objective ‘truth’. Recent theorists, however, have indicated that
science 1s culturally located, with its own biases and interests. Western science and
technology helped both to establish and consolidate power in an active way in
colonized countries, and also provided a moral justification for imperial nations to
continue their exploitation of Asia and Africa. Yet, through the character of Balaram,
Ghosh demonstrates that science was reshaped in the Indian context. Chapter Two
focuses on Ghosh’s treatment of space in The Shadow Lines. Dramatized here is the
notion that space is not simply a given, but is socially constructed and imagined. The
novel suggests that the Western obsession with defining nations and firm boundaries
on maps has reified a view of space as a territory to be owned, measured, and divided.
Chapter Three argues that in In an Antique Land, Ghosh turns his attention to
prevailing perceptions of time. As well as exploring Ghosh’s rewriting of
conventional history, this chapter also considers the whole problem of representing the
historical or ethnic Other. Ghosh rejects any single historical or anthropological
account’s claim to provide an authentic and complete version of the Other. He
suggests that to provide a non-coercive description of alterity, the text should be multi-
faceted, imaginative, and open-ended. In Chapter Four, I return to Ghosh’s discussion
of scientific and technological discourse. The Calcutta Chromosome, 1 suggest, 1s
another attempt at problematizing the boundanes between science and pseudoscience,
and challenging the ‘claim to know’ (CC, 103) of Western scientists such as Ross. My
argument concludes with a summary of the thesis’s main concerns and a brief
adumbration of the ways in which Ghosh’s most recent novel, The Glass Palace, fits
into Ghosh’s argument about knowledge and power.
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Introduction

In 1784, Warren Hastings, then Governor-General of the Bengal Presidency and

patron of the Asiatic Society, argued that an acquisition of knowledge about India was

essential in ruling the country:

Every accumulation of knowledge and especially such as is obtained by social
communication with people over whom we exercise dominion founded on the
right of conquest 1s useful to the state... [I]t attracts and conciliates distant
affections; it lessens the weight of the chain by which the natives are held in
subjection; and it imprints on the hearts of our countrymen the sense of
obligation and benevolence (quoted in Cohn, 1985: 315).

Hastings was not alone in identifying knowledge as a source of power, and during
their ‘dominion’ over India, numerous scholars set out to interpret the country and
build up a storehouse of data about its languages, peoples, geography, history, and so
forth, in order to legitimize Brtish rule. The colonizers saw themselves as the

custodians of the subject races’ history, culture, and knowledge. They believed that

only they had sufficient moral and intellectual virtues to explain Indians to themselves,
and heritage preservation became a central component in the rhetoric of the civilizing

mission’.

Simultaneous with their systematic collection of information about the country,
British administrators attempted to stage European knowledge in India as a superior
and universally applicable episteme. The West’s economic and political ascendancy
in the eighteenth and nineteenth century meant that ideas travelled with goods along
the trade routes, in a similar process of imperial appropriation and imposition. This is
by no means to discount the achievements of Western thought. On the contrary, non-
Western peoples would have had no truck with their colonizers’ ideas, had they not
been highly insightful, useful, and ambitious in scope. Furthermore, and as I shall
make plain throughout this thesis, Western knowledge is extremely heterogeneous: for
every current, there 1s a counter-current, for every science a pseudoscience, for every
empire-builder such as Hastings there is a dissenter such as Annie Besant. The British
attempt to ‘civilize’ India of course also met with Indian resistance, and each culture
was constantly fertilized with new 1deas from the other. This was never an equal
exchange, however, and the colonizers’ insistence on the paramountcy of their

worldview has wreaked lasting damage on India’s infrastructure, institutions, and
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individual psyches. As Hastings makes clear in his reference to the ‘weight of the
chain by which the natives are held in subjection’, the issue of ‘knowledge’ in the

colonial context was entangled 1n a complex web of power relations.

In this thesis I focus upon Amitav Ghosh’s preoccupation with the cultural
creation of ‘knowledge’ in India. My line of enquiry is primarily influenced by Michel
Foucault’s theorization of the relationship between knowledge and power. Power,
according to Foucault, manifests itself not just in obvious displays of authority, such
as military occupations and public executions, but more importantly in perpetual
underlying processes, such as surveillance, discipline, and education. He describes

power as being complex, elusive, and chaotic:

Power must by [sic] analysed as something which circulates, or rather as
something which only functions in the form of a chain. It is never localised here

or there, never in anybody’s hands, never appropriated as a commodity or piece
of wealth. Power 1s employed and exercised through a net-like organisation.

And not only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are always in the
position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power (1980: 98).

Here Foucault recognizes that power does not simply reside with one individual or a
small cartel, but rather penetrates all areas of life. It 1s not a possession, but a set of
social relations. Power 1s fluid and dynamic, able swiftly to move between
individuals, groups, and institutions. Foucault suggests three possible models to
express this interchange: circulation (which suggests that power engages in an endless
orbital movement), the chain (in which power is perceived as having a more linear, yet
interlinked, trajectory), and the network. The model of the network is perhaps the
most important, in that it imagines gaps existing between nodes of power, and this

model 1s something to which I will return at several moments in this thesis.

Power also 1nvolves complicity on the part of the relatively powerless as well as
the powerful, as everyone 1s ‘simultaneously undergoing and exercising [...] power’.
Drawing on Gramsci’s idea of hegemony, Foucault argues elsewhere that people
believe a social system to be natural or in their interests, so they consent to it. He
emphasizes the productive as well as repressive effects of power, writing that power is

not only a negative force, but that it also ‘traverses and produces things, [...] induces
pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse’ (1980: 119). It is most effective

when it 1s invisible, and people do not even realize that power is being exerted on
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them. Thus modern-day American neo-imperialism may prove more difficult to resist
than Bntish colonialism, as American policy-makers avoid straightforward occupation
of foreign countries, ruling the world instead via an elaborate matrix of large
businesses, international law-enforcement agencies, and cultural and artistic suasion.
In turn, the British Empire was more durable than the other European modes of
colonialism 1t replaced, as it courted the respect and approval of its middle-class

indigenous subjects. Finally, Foucault argues that although power is omnipresent, it

cannot control everything, nor can it fully ‘achievef...] what it sets out, or claims, to

do’ (Danaher et al, 2000: 77).

According to Foucault, knowledge is not, as is commonly assumed, a
disembodied entity contiguous to the world. He challenges the idea that our bodies of
knowledge are inexorably increasing and gaining in strength as part of ‘progress’. On
the contrary, he argues that knowledge is socially produced and historically located.
What people think they know 1is defined by their contexts. Foucault identifies an
‘order of things’ (1970), an intricate network of statements, discourses, academic
disciplines, and institutions, which invests some things with the aura of truth, and
allows other 1deas to be dismissed as impossible. This is not to say that Foucault does
not believe 1n truth; rather he argues that forms of knowledge cannot claim to be
universal, only specific. The Indian folk-tale of the seven blind men and the elephant
1llustrates this idea very neatly. The men give correct descriptions of the elephant
according to the segment they are touching (tail, ear, trunk, body, etc.), but each view

is dependent on its context, indicating the multifariousness of truth.

Foucault suggests that knowledge ‘doesn’t follow [...] smooth, continuist
schemas of development’ (1980: 112), but that our ideas about truth change, often
abruptly, over time. Accepted academic discourses define themselves by contrast with
an Other, a discursive field that is represented as being badly argued, erroneous, and
everything that the orthodox discipline is not. Once again, this Other may change over
time, and discourses that were once seen as being beyond the pale may later be
admitted into mainstream knowledge (one example is the increasing legitimacy of
such practices as acupuncture and aromatherapy within medicine). As this discussion

about exclusion and alterity suggests, knowledge is born out of power struggles, and 1s

inextricable from power relations. Foucault writes that ‘[t]he exercise of power
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perpetually creates knowledge and, conversely, knowledge constantly induces effects
of power’ (quoted in Gordon, 1994: xvi). Power structures are validated and
sanctioned by knowledge. Rather than empowering us, knowledge makes us 1its
subjects, because we understand ourselves in relation to different discourses, which

are themselves linked with power. In his work, Foucault focuses on discourses from
the human sciences: psychiatry, psychology, criminology, sociology, and some parts of
medicine (Gordon, 1994: xvi). In the thesis I examine branches of knowledge to
which Foucault devoted less attention: history, geography, anthropology, and certain

aspects of science and technology.

As Robert Young has shown, Foucault was well aware that dominant modes of
knowledge and power had been forcibly shaped by colonialism. Young cites
Foucault’s argument that the West’s claim to universal validity for its culture, science,
political philosophy, and rationality was ‘a mirage associated with economic
domination and political hegemony’ (1990: 9). Yet Foucault focused most of his
attention on internal, rather than external, colonialism, examining the policing of
criminals, the insane, the sexually deviant, and the sick in the West. In order to
understand more clearly the crucial role of colonialism in moulding the connections

between knowledge and power, my research is directed by the postcolonial theories of

Edward Said and Homi1 Bhabha.

Said was the first person to hamess French theory, particularly the work of
Foucault, for discussion about colonialism and the legacies of Empire. In Orientalism
(1978), he developed Foucault’s theorization of the intertwining of knowledge and
power to argue that Western knowledge and culture were complicit in, and
inextricable from, imperialism. Simultaneously, Said identified a significant lacuna
within French theory: until his intervention, very little attention had been devoted to
the effects of colonialism upon knowledge and power. In Orientalism Said reminds us
that scholarship and art are not isolated from the world of practical affairs, but are
deeply dependent on the political and economic processes of colonialism. He suggests

that even creative works, such as novels, are enmeshed in a much larger body of

writing — Foucault’s ‘discourse’ — that actively produces the object of its

knowledge. According to Said, ‘[t]he Orient was almost a European invention’ (1995:

1). This ‘Orient’ bears little or no resemblance to the realities of the East, but is rather
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a product of the West’s statements, ideas, and discourses about its Other. Said poses
two questions in Orientalism that are particularly relevant to the concerns of this
study. Firstly, he asks whether 1t 1s ever possible to gain knowledge of other cultures
and peoples that i1s impartial and non-coercive (1995: 24). His second question relates

to the compartmentalization of knowledge:

Can one divide human reality, as indeed human reality seems to be genuinely
divided, into clearly different cultures, histories, traditions, societies, even races,
and survive the consequences humanly? (Said, 1995: 45).

I shall shortly demonstrate how these two concerns are central to Ghosh’s literary

project.

Said departs from Foucault’s model of power as an impersonal flow that
permeates institutions, leaders, and the oppressed alike. He sees colonial power
instead as deliberate acts of collective will. He also believes that individual subjects
can to some extent resist power, a possibility that Foucault rejects because of his
insistence on subjectivity as a product of discourse. Said celebrates the humanist idea
of the individual artist or critic as an agent of resistance (Moore-Gilbert, 1997: 37; 42).
He has been criticized for this by such commentators as Young (1990: 137), who
rightly points out that if, as Said insists, Orientalism is a totalizing system, then the
idea of the critic finding a place outside this system to enunciate her opposition 1s
logically unsound. YetI find Said’s position an important, if contradictory, stance, in
that it provides an alternative to Foucault’s unremitting pessimism, projecting the
possibility of change. We can perhaps view his portrayal of the artist as a site of
opposition to (neo-)colonialism to be an example of Spivak’s idea of ‘a strategic use
of positivist essentialism’ (1987: 205). A similar optimism about the artist’s
dissenting voice is found in Ghosh’s writing. This thesis demonstrates that throughout

his work, art as a humanist counterpoint to knowledge 1s lauded.

In contrast to Said and Foucault, who have both been criticized for their
totalizing approach to the workings of power, Bhabha is interested in the gaps,
slippages, and disturbances that exist within power and knowledge. He argues that the
discourse of colonialism is agonistic, split, and contradictory, so that it never fully

manages to assert a fixed and stereotypical knowledge of the colonial Other as it sets

out to do. Even in the most confident colonial text, Bhabha suggests that there are
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moments of ambivalence, moments when 1t 1s possible to divine that the argument is
antilogous. One example that Bhabha gives of an inconsistency within colonial
discourse is that the very basis of colonialism 1s to deny most of the world’s people

liberty, and yet one of its main justifications 1s the professed claim of bringing liberty,
equality, and soc1al advance to colonized countries. Bhabha thus i1dentifies a worrying
paradox of colonialism: in order to justify and maintain Empire, the colonizer brings
Western education to the Indian middle classes, but in doing so, he gives Indians the
language to challenge the colonizers’ forcible ‘liberation’ of non-Western peoples.
Bhabha writes, ‘in “normalizing” the colonial state or subject, the dream of post-

Enlightenment civility alienates its own language of liberty and produces another

knowledge of 1ts norms’ (1994: 86).

Bhabha argues further that not only the colonial subject’s resistance, but also his
compliance with colonial strictures, endangers the fragile stability of impenalist
knowledge and power. Through his theory of mimicry (which I discuss in Chapter
One), Bhabha contends that even the most slavish attempts of the colonial subject to
imitate his master result in an 1nadvertent threat to the colonial order. The more the
colonial subject begins to resemble the colonizer, the more the differences between the
two are reduced. The lessening of the distance between the two groups reveals
another aspect of colonial doublethink. Colonial discourse 1s predicated on the
assumptions that the colonized subject 1s alien, dangerous, and essentially different
from the colonmizer, while at the same time s/he is seen as educable, capable of being
remade 1n the colonizer’s image (McLeod, 2000: 52 - 55). Colonial texts anxiously
seek to hide or disavow these mutually exclusive suppositions, but mimicry exposes

their internal conflict.

Bhabha also demonstrates that knowledge is changed when it is transplanted to
another country or context. Geographical dislocation undercuts the voice of authority,
and 1ts original message is destabilized and transformed. When missionaries brought

the Bible to India, for instance, they found that it was ‘repeated, translated, misread,
displaced’ (Bhabha, 1994: 102). Indians brought their own knowledge systems to bear
on the new ideas introduced by the missionaries, and as a consequence Christianity

was hybnidized. Bhabha gives the example of Evangelists distributing the Bible to a

receptive group of ‘natives’ in Meerut. These natives accept the Bible as the word of
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God, but they are unwilling to countenance the Evangelicals’ role as mediators in this
process. Furthermore, they refuse to take the sacrament, as it is at odds with their
vegetarianism. As Bhabha puts it ‘the unitary and universalist assumption of

authority’ is challenged by ‘the cultural difference of its historical moment of
enunciation’ (1994: 116). The Indians unwittingly effect a mutation in Christian
doctrine by interpreting it according to Hindu tradition. As a result, both ways of
thinking are altered, and ‘new forms of knowledge, [...] new sites of power’ emerge
(1994: 120). The colonizers’ forms of knowledge are not supinely received, but are
put to uses for which they were never intended. This is highlighted by another
example Bhabha gives of Indians clamouring for Bibles, not out of desire for the
Word, but because they can be used for waste paper or sold (1994: 122). The image of
Indians tearing up Bibles and putting them to practical use evokes the ruptures and

dismemberment that Western knowledge undergoes in the ‘wild and wordless wastes

of colonial India, Africa, the Caribbean’ (1994: 102).

Finally, the borders that Said describes as existing between colonizer and
colonized, self and Other, between ‘binary oppositions’ and different academic
disciplines, are refigured in Bhabha’s theory. Bhabha argues that borders presuppose
a no-man’s land, an in-between space that simultaneously divides and connects two
areas. This space, he suggests, is productive and enabling. It challenges conventional

modes of thought by intermingling opposing views:

The borderline engagements of cultural difference may as often be consensual as

conflictual; they may confound our definitions of tradition and modernity;

realign the customary boundaries between the private and the public, high and

low; and challenge normative expectations of development and progress (1994:

2).
Bhabha’s decision to interrogate colonial discourse by an examination of its borders is
relevant to my discussion of Ghosh’s writing. Like Bhabha, I suggest, Ghosh seeks to
complicate our ‘definitions of tradition and modemity’ and ‘challenge normative
expectations of development and progress’. Particularly in the chapter on The Shadow
Lines, I use Bhabha’s and others’ theonzations of the border in order to highlight the

ways in which Ghosh unsettles the frontiers between disciplines, genres, and nations.
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I will discuss Ghosh’s questioning of borderlines presently. Before doing so, I
would like to examine a painting that dramatizes many of the issues about knowledge
and power identified by the three theorists I have discussed. This painting, Thomas
Hickey’s John Mowbray (Plate 1), was produced in about 1790 and depicts a smartly-
dressed colonial administrator sitting at a desk overflowing with papers and books. In
the foreground stands his money agent or banian, dressed in a white dhoti with a
shawl over his head, holding a set of keys and a ‘long list of business transactions’
(Archer, 1979: 216). Behind him stands an Indian servant in a turban, who proffers a

letter or message to Mowbray. A map hangs on the wall behind Mowbray, and below

it 1S an 1ron box or safe.

This is a scanty description of the picture, but on closer examination 1t sheds
interesting light on the preceding discussion about knowledge and power. In

accordance with Foucault’s theorizations, power in this painting is hidden rather than
manifest. On the surface of it, the figures work together in an orderly and amicable
fashion, but despite the lack of overt images of power, there is no doubt that the
British man has authority over the two Indians. Mowbray is portrayed in a relaxed,
confident posture: he sits back in his chair with one leg crossed over the other, and his
face is in three-quarters perspective as he looks directly at the banian. In contrast,
both Indians have their eyes downcast and their heads slightly bent, indicating
submission and deference. The men’s clothes also denote the inequality of their
relations. Mowbray is immaculately yet simply attired in a black velvet suit, white
cravat, and embroidered waistcoat, and his stockings and sturdy buckled shoes make
no concessions to the hot climate. The plentiful folds and gatherings of the banian’s

clothes, and the messenger’s garish pink- and orange-patterned uniform suggest

mystery and unknowable Othemess.

The intertwining of colonial knowledge with power 1s symbolized by the map on
the wall and the papers and books that fill every available space. The map ostensibly
represents the colonizers’ occupation of much of the earth’s surface, and their ability
to chart that space accurately and scientifically. The iron box below this map may be
for money storage, and this indicates the material benefits that the colonizers have

accrued from their military and epistemic conquest of non-Western countries. From a
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Plate 1. Thomas Hickey, John Mowbray (c1790), in C.A. Bayly. 1988. The New
Cambridge History of India, II.1: Indian Society and the Making of the British

Empire, Cambridge: Cambrnidge University Press, unnumbered frontispiece.
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Saidean perspective, the unruly piles of books and papers provide a way for the painter
to emphasize the superiority of colonial discourse. In this interpretation, the
overflowing documents indicate that there is simply not enough space in the room to

contain the wealth of Western knowledge. Yet i1f we analyse the picture in the light of
Bhabha’s theories, the open drawers spilling out reams of paper suggest chaos and

disarray within the discourses of colonialism. The frenzied turbulence of the books
contrasts with the calm assurance of Mowbray’s countenance, hinting that colonial

discourse 1s not as authoritative as 1t seems.

Mildred Archer’s historical account of the portrait further suggests that its
circumstances are haunted by disorder and uncertainty. The picture’s subject, John
Mowbray, was not an administrator for the East India Company, but a partner in the
private company of Graham, Mowbray, Graham, and Skirrow. About a year after the
portrait was painted, the firm went bankrupt. Robert Graham and Mowbray moved to
Chinsurah and drank themselves to death, while Skirrow went mad (1979: 216; 454,
footnote 21). The map on the wall is not a depiction of the far-flung comers of
Empire, but merely shows Bihar and Tibet, the company’s meagre areas of commerce.
Archer’s description of the precartousness of Mowbray’s financial affairs and mental
health, and the paucity of his sphere of influence, encourages us to reinterpret the
painting. Behind the face that Mowbray wishes to present to the artist and the world
lurks fear, confusion, and failure. The existence of numerous private British firms in
India, many of them disreputable, and all entirely motivated by profit, disrupts and
calls into question the East India Company’s claims to be operating in India’s
interests. Mowbray’s and his partners’ reckless financial dealings, hard drinking, and
questionable sanity must also have been anathema to the Company’s policies and an
embarrassment to the British government. No wonder, then, that in 1813 and 1833 the
British government took more active control in reducing corruption and financial

mismanagement both within and outside the Company.'

' According to Philip Lawson, although small companies-and individuals increasingly

benefited from enterprises in India in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the
East India Company’s debts by this time were so high that the Company made no profits on
its operations in India (1993: 139; 147). In 1813, therefore, the Company was stripped of its
monopoly on all but the China tea trade (1993: 127), and in 1833 its entire monopoly over
trade mn India was terminated when its charter was not renewed. From this date on the
Company played little more than a nominal role in India’s affairs, until rule over India was
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The artist’s biography also contains a few surprises. Thomas Hickey, a
struggling Irish painter, arrived in India in 1784 hoping to make his fortune.
Unusually amongst the portrait painters of the Raj, he was enchanted by India and
chose to live out his days there (Archer, 1979: 205). Although his paintings are not
stylistically innovative, many of them are notable for representing Indian and British
characters interacting with mutual respect (Archer, 1979: 211 - 22). Hickey’s
sympathetic portrayals of Indian bibis (unofficial wives of British administrators),
ayahs, and Persian teachers or munshis, illustrate that his worldview has been altered
by his lengthy residence in India. It can be seen, therefore, that a painting that imtially
appears to be an unambiguous statement about the superiority of Western forms of

knowledge and governance, is in fact fraught with contradictions.

Picking up from the reading of complex power relations in the above pictoral
text, it is my contention that throughout Amitav Ghosh’s writing there 1s a debate
about knowledge and how it relates to power, particularly colonial power. Several of
the ideas given in the theoretical framework outlined above are reiterated and reshaped
in Ghosh’s fiction. For example, Foucault’s notion that knowledge 1s context-
dependent and develops through abrupt epistemic shifts is confirmed by Ghosh’s
representations of the history of science, in which reputedly deviant practices are
sometimes admitted into the fold of mainstream science, while generally accepted
procedures are later jettisoned. Furthermore, Foucault’s argument that everyone 1s
complicit in the workings of power, and that even the most downtrodden groups
frequently consent in their own oppression, is borne out by the fact that Ghosh does
not portray power simplistically as flowing from the West to the East. Rather, he
shows how even the richest and most powerful countries have their share of
dispossessed individuals. In all his novels, Ghosh looks at a migrant underclass within
a dominant culture, portraying undocumented workers in al-Ghazira (The Circle of
Reason), Brick Lane Bengalis (The Shadow Lines), Egyptian workers in Iraq (In an
Antique Land), economic migrants in New York (The Calcutta Chromosome), and
Indian coolies in Burma (7he Glass Palace). The fact that these people are prepared
to put up with social injustice and economic uncertainty in exchange for the vague

advantages of living in the ‘developed world’ confirms the notion that ‘people [...]

officially transferred to the British government after the Great Rebellion of 1857 — 58
(Lawson, 1993: 144 — 63).
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invest in their own unhappiness’ (Eagleton, 1991: xiii). Ghosh takes this idea further
in his portrayals of the Indian sepoy, a figure that helped the British Empire to
consolidate its international structures of dominance. In The Circle of Reason, he
contemptuously describes these sepoys as ‘uniformed hirelings’ (CR, 260), but in The
Glass Palace their reasons for fighting for the British are explored in more depth,

particularly through the complex characterization of Arjun, who is figured as a product

of Western education.

Said’s question as to whether it is possible to acquire a non-manipulative
knowledge of other cultures is a constant preoccupation of Ghosh’s. This 1s
particularly apparent in In an Antique Land, in which he portrays the inhabitants of a
modemn-day Egyptian village alongside Jewish Arab traders from the twelfth century,
interbraiding the techniques of the anthropologist, historian, and novelist. The
tendency of Western discursive formations to ‘divide human reality [...] into clearly
different cultures, histories, traditions, societies, even races’ (Said, 1995: 45) 1s

challenged through the subject matter, settings, and generic form of Ghosh’s writing.

Ghosh is an Indian Bengali by origin, whose family moved from East Bengal to
Calcutta on Partition, and who has lived a peripatetic life in Europe, South Asia, and
the US. He has published five novels; works as a journalist, academic, and travel
writer; and his non-fiction has appeared in three collections, Dancing in Cambodia, At
Large in Burma (1998), Countdown (1999), and The Imam and the Indian (2002). Yet
his writing overspills generic categories and confounds any attempt at classification.
In each text he experiments with a different genre. His first novel, The Circle of
Reason (1986), is an ambitious, fantastical narrative that owes a debt to Rushdie’s
Midnight’s Children. In The Shadow Lines (1988), Ghosh moves away from this kind
of literary ‘chutnification’ towards a more realistic and personal narrative. Yet he still
occasionally draws attention to the novel’s artifice, particularly through layers of
stories and dreams that allow his narrative to elude the constraints of realism. In an

interview I conducted with Ghosh (Chambers, 2003), he argues that In an Antique
Land (1992) should not be considered as a novel at all, as it is based on
anthropological fieldwork he undertook in Egypt, and on his historical essay, ‘The
Slave of MS. H.6’. Nonetheless, by utilizing such novelistic techniques as

imaginative plot construction, evocative imagery, and empathetic characterization in
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an ostensibly historical and anthropological text Ghosh implies that the novel has as
valid a claim to knowledge as more academic genres. The Calcutta Chromosome

(1996) sees Ghosh expenimenting with the genres of science fiction and cyberpunk to

spin a fantastical story around the actual history of the British scientist, Ronald Ross,
who discovered that malaria is transmitted by the bite of a mosquito. Finally, in The
Glass Palace (2000), Ghosh creates a family saga that spans several generations and
continents to describe little-known histories of Burma and India, and to draw attention
to the horrific ‘Forgotten Long March’ that took place at the end of the Second World
War. This novel was published during the writing of this thesis, and I have not been
able to devote a chapter to it. However, in the Conclusion, I suggest ways in which
the novel reiterates Ghosh’s arguments about the interpenetration of knowledge and

pOWer.

Not only do Ghosh’s works transgress generic boundaries, but they effortlessly
cross national frontiers. His novels’ settings include India, the Middle East, Britain,
America, Burma, and Malaysia, and he frequently emphasizes that travel i1s not a
recent byproduct of globalization, but something that societies have always undertaken
for economic, religious, political, or personal reasons. As Massey and Jess point out,
‘there has since the beginning of human existence always been movement, migration
and settlement in new areas; for as long as 1s known and in most parts of the world,
individual places have been open to, and partly constituted by, their contacts with
“outside”. Interconnection is not new, and diasporas are certainly not only a feature of
the recent past’ (1995: 2). Ghosh is instrumental in broadening our knowledge of
cultural interconnection at various moments in history, and in reminding us that

national borders are a relatively recent construct.

Furthermore, Ghosh’s novels often challenge the conceptual boundaries that
have been erected to separate academic disciplines or schools of thought from each
other. For example, in The Circle of Reason and The Calcutta Chromosome, Ghosh
interpolates the mainstream science of such figures as Louis Pasteur and Ronald Ross
with pseudoscientific and religious practices. In doing so, he suggests that the
boundaries between science and pseudoscience are porous, that the notion of the

scientist as a lone genius is misleading, and that third-world countries such as India

have hybridized and reworked science coming from the West. In In an Antique Land
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he focuses on social crossings, celebrating travellers and migrants who cross
International borders as a matter of course, and interstitial religions that borrow
cultural practices from across the frontier, such as Sufism and bhakti. The Shadow

Lines problematizes physical borders between nations, arguing that these obfuscate the
emotional and cultural ties between officially separate nations such as India and

Bangladesh.

Ania Loomba asserts that ‘[pJostcolonial studies have been preoccupied with
ideas of hybndity, creolisation, mestizaje, in-betweenness, diasporas and liminality,
with the morality and cross-overs of ideas and identities generated by colonialism’
(1998: 173). In the light of this statement and Bhabha’s celebration of the ‘in-
between’ spaces of borderlands, Ghosh’s interrogation of the ‘shadow lines’ that have
been set up to demarcate separate nations, concepts, or genres may be seen as an
important contribution to the postcolonial debate. Although Ghosh dislikes being
categorized as ‘postcolonial’,? in his writing he consistently focuses on the ways in
which the partitioned South Asian subject has been affected by, and yet can to some
extent resist, colonialism’s legacy. Highly respected both in India and the West,
Ghosh’s work increasingly stimulates debate and discussion. In 2001, he caused
controversy by withdrawing The Glass Palace from the competition for the
Commonwealth Writers Prize. In an open letter to the Prize’s organizers,” he

expresses his unease with the term ‘Commonwealth’, a designation that he suggests
orientates contemporary writers around the old power structure§ of colonialism. He
also criticizes the Prize for excluding Commonwealth writers who choose to write in
languages other than English. Although his withdrawal from the Commonwealth
Writers Prize is not the concern of this thesis, and although it may be viewed cynically
as a publicity exercise, the action is worthy of mention because it is another example

of Ghosh grappling publicly with issues surrounding power and knowledge.

* In an interview, Ghosh states: ‘I have no truck with this term at all. [...] It completely
misrepresents the focus of the work that I do. In some really important ways, colonialism is
not what interests me. What is postcolonial? When I look at the work of critics, such as
Homi Bhabha, I think they have somehow invented this world which is just a set of
representations of representations. They’ve retreated into a world of magic mirrors and I
don’t think anyone can write from that sort of position’ (Silva and Tickell, 1997: 171).

* This letter (Ghosh, 2001b) can be read on www.amitavghosh.com/cwprize.html#letter
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In brief, then, the greater part of my thesis focuses on Ghosh’s challenge to
normative modes of knowledge. Given Foucault’s idea that knowledge is specific to

the time and place in which it was produced, my approach in this thesis is highly

contextual. I analyse the impact that certain paradigms of knowledge — scientific,

geographical, historical, and anthropological — have had, and continue to have, on
colonized countries. India is of course the main focus, but I also consider Ghosh’s
interrogation of knowledge and power in other countries, most notably Egypt. I also
argue that Ghosh provides alternatives to Western ideas about time, space, and science
by frequently introducing other worldviews into his narratives. Philosophies that tend
to be percetved as ‘deviant’, which emerge from the West as well as the East, are
highlighted in the texts. Gnosticism, Vachanakara Hinduism, pseudoscience, Sufism,
Gandhism, Theosophy, and notions of spirituality and rationalism that arose from the
Bengali Renaissance: all are introduced in order to show that mainstream Western

knowledge has always been challenged by counter-knowledges.
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Chapter One:

Historicizing Scientific Reason in The Circle of Reason.

INTRODUCTION

Amitav Ghosh’s first novel, The Circle of Reason, 1s an intriguing debut, which
introduces and explores themes that are developed in his later work. The novel is
ostensibly a bildungsroman recounting the journey of Alu, a Bengali orphan, from the
obscure village of Lalpukur to Calcutta, Kerala, the Middle East, and Algeria. It also
incorporates elements of the picaresque novel, the fantastic mode, the novel of ideas,
the thrniller or detective novel (with Assistant Superintendent of Police, Jyoti Das,
trailing the alleged extremist, Alu, through several continents), and the Hindu epic.
The text thereby offsets linear narrative techniques against a multi-voiced, cyclical
structure. Set in the twentieth century, its frequent use of flashbacks, memories, and

oral stories enables time as constructed to loop between Calcutta in the 1950s and

North Africa in the late 1970s, to name but two of the novel’s many locations.

The novel has evident flaws, the most serious of which is that it does not hang
together as a whole. It 1s structured into three sections, each of which has a different
setting, characters, and concerns. Alu and his pursuer Jyoti Das are the only characters
who are constants throughout the novel. Despite the use of such recurring motifs as
sewing machines, birds, and The Life of Pasteur, the novel’s sections remain discrete
entities that for the most part fail to dovetail. Because of this, I have structured this

chapter mto two halves, examining what for me are the novel’s most interesting

features: its portrayal of science and multifarious use of genre. The chapter opens
with a critique of The Circle of Reason’s first section, ‘Satwa: Reason’, in which, I
suggest, Ghosh creates what 1s almost a self-contained novel of ideas. In this part of
the chapter I focus upon Ghosh’s interrogation of the cultural creation of ‘knowledge’
in India, specifically upon his representations of the discourse of science. Through the
characters of Balaram, his friend Gopal, and enemy Bhudeb Roy, Ghosh generates a
debate about how various scientific discourses emanating from the West have been

accepted, challenged, or remoulded by Indian recipients. Balaram’s view of scientists

as altruistic seekers after truth is humorously deflated, and Ghosh suggests that even
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the most ‘objective’ science is caught up in the belief systems and power structures of

its era and geographical location.

In the second part, I discuss Ghosh’s grappling with form, looking at the novel’s
amorphous attempt to represent the globalized societies of the Persian Gulf. Ghosh
tries out several different genres in writing about immigrant society in the fictional
state of al-Ghazira. Arguably, however, he has not yet managed to find his voice and
remains reliant on the narrative techniques popularized by Salman Rushdie. Ther¢ are
many ways in which Ghosh echoes Rushdie’s works, particularly Midnight’s Children.
In the second half of the chapter I examine Ghosh’s use in this novel of magical
elements, although I suggest that his novel draws more on the fantastic mode than on
Rushdean magic realism. Furthermore, The Circle of Reason contains a wealth of
symbolism, which seems to be a gesture towards Rushdie’s witty use of metaphor, but
which 1s frustratingly empty and unsustained at times. For example, Alu’s physical
defects such as his potato head, oozing boils, and atrophied thumbs have obvious

resonances with the injuries that befall Saleem, the narrator of Midnight’s Children.

Whereas Rushdie employs mutilation as a metaphor for catastrophes suffered by
India’s body politic, Ghosh’s usage of this device is bafflingly lacking in resonance.
His subsequent abandonment of this Rushdean symbolism suggests awareness on his

part that 1t has proved unsuccessful.

Similarly, The Circle of Reason’s depiction of minor characters suffers by
comparison with those who populate the pages of Midnight’s Children. Rushdie
renders many of his subordinate characters in startling and unforgettable ways.
Examples include Saleem’s Uncle Hanif, the proponent of social realism, whose futile
attempts to sell his film ‘The Ordinary Life of a Pickle Factory’ to Bollywood enrages
his starlet wife; William Methwold, the bewigged English administrator with a
penchant for the cocktail hour; and Picture Singh, the political magician, who trains
snakes to enact communist allegories. By turns idiosyncratic, poignant, and hilarious,
Rushdie’s characters are one of the main reasons for the novel’s enduring popularity.
In contrast, Ghosh fails to sustain the colour and vigour with which he portrays
characters 1n the early part of the novel. Particularly in the section of the novel set in

al-Ghazira, the reader may easily become confused or frustrated by the proliferation of

sketchily-drawn characters such as Abu Fahl, Hajj Fahmy, and Forid Mian.
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Ghosh’s decision to abandon this literary ‘chutnification’ in subsequent novels, I
argue, signals the moment at which he begins to articulate his ideas more effectively.

The Circle of Reason’s canvas 1s too cluttered with characters and issues, yet most of

the themes that continue to fascinate Ghosh are evident in this first novel. His attempt
to disrupt linear time and transgress spatial boundaries, and his intermingling of
science and fantasy, are two aims that are arguably more successfully achieved in The
Shadow Lines and The Calcutta Chromosome respectively. Similarly, The Circle of
Reason’s portrayal of a Middle Eastern community prefigures In an Antique Land, but

in the later work the narrative scope is not quite so ambitious, and it is consequently

handled better.

In this chapter I suggest two major ways in which The Circle of Reason
foreshadows the later novels. First, in this novel Ghosh interrogates the practice of
science by drawing attention to the disruptive potential of pseudoscience. In doing so,
he anticipates The Calcutta Chromosome’s portrayal of Ronald Ross’s mainstream
science as being inextricable from the magical pseudoscience of a counter-science
group. He also unsettles the dichotomous idea that India represents ‘tradition’ as
compared to the West’s ‘modernity’. Despite the fact that science is often taken to be
the West’s most ‘modemn’ discourse, it has a pseudoscientific underbelly, containing
clements derived from superstition, unverifiable imaginings, and ‘tradition’. I
examine two Indian thinkers, Rammohun Roy and M.K. Gandhi, who inform the
novel’s debate about science and who are often made to represent ‘tradition’ and
‘modernity’ respectively. My research indicates that this simplistic depiction of Roy
and Gandhi as modemizer and traditionalist does not take into account the
contradictions and syncretic worldviews to be found in the life and works of both men.
Ghosh continues to critique the distinction between modernity and tradition in later
writing, and always endeavours to reveal interchange between ostensibly opposed

discourses.

Second, The Circle of Reason evinces an important distinguishing characteristic
of Ghosh’s fiction to date: his heterogeneous use of genre, language, and allusion.
Despite the limitations already outlined, this lively first novel demonstrates Ghosh’s

eclectic interaction with ideas from both East and West, and his ability to create a

composite generic framework in which to discuss these ideas. Wide-ranging
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intertextual references are used in a more focused way in The Calcutta Chromosome,

while the novel’s hybrid use of genre foreshadows the multiple narratives of In an

Antique Land.

Ghosh also uses an image of the weaver’s loom to suggest that writers will have
to adapt their use of language, interbraiding different linguistic threads, in order to
represent the polyglot societies of India and the Gulf states. In the novel’s portrayal of
the specialized 1diom of the loom, language is depicted as being altered by its
encounter with new technologies. When Shombhu Debnath teaches Alu weaving, he
will not let the boy touch the loom until he has taught him the terms for all its different
parts 1n several dialects: ‘[s]o many names, so many words, words beaten together in
the churning which created the world: Tangail words, stewed with Noakhali words,
salted with Naboganj words, boiled up with English’ (CR, 73). This image of a
kedgeree of different dialects is appropriate to a novel such as The Circle of Reason,
which is peppered with words from so many languages. Multilingualism 1is
particularly striking in the examination of the cotton trade, which appears on pages 56
- 57, and 1n which Ghosh traces the etymology and semantic history of the word
‘cotton’, from its ancient Sanskrit roots to its Latin, Arabic, and modern European

mutations.

Despite such forays across linguistic boundaries, The Circle of Reason is of
course a novel wntten primarily in English. In tackling the problematic issues that
pervade the use of the English language in India, Ghosh does not merely season his
novel with spicy terms borrowed from Indian or Arabic dialects. This, after all, is ﬁ
device common to many Indian writers, but what marks Ghosh out is the extent of his
reflection on language use. The best example of this, perhaps, comes 1n a description

of how the history of the loom has created a new language:

So many words, so many things. On a loom a beam’s name changes after
every inch. Why? Every nail has a name, every twist of rope, every little eyelet,
every twig of bamboo on the heddle. A loom is a dictionaryglossarythesaurus.
Why? Words serve no purpose; nothing mechanical. No, it is because the
weaver, in making cloth, makes words, too, and trespassing on the territory of
the poets gives names to things the eye can’t see. That is why the loom has
given language more words, more metaphor, more idiom than all the world’s
armies of pen-wielders (CR, 74).
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In this passage the weaver’s occupation is explicitly compared to that of a poet and,
more generally, a ‘pen-wielder’, while his loom 1is described as a
‘dictionaryglossarythesaurus’. This composite term demonstrates Ghosh’s point that,

like the weaver, a writer must devise fresh ways of describing things, reassembling

language so that it is capable of portraying even the finest detail, ‘every twist of rope,
every little eyelet, every twig of bamboo on the heddle’. However, it is asserted 1n this

passage that the stream of words, metaphors, and idioms which the loom has poured
into language is greater than anything which ‘the world’s army of pen-wielders’ has
yet managed to produce. Ghosh pokes fun at his own profession, suggesting that it 1s
the writer who frequently has a more automated and utilitarian attitude towards
language than the weaver sitting at his mechanized loom. Rather than treating
language as merely a mechanism to create a story, Ghosh implies that the writer
should spin together multifarious strands of language and subject matter, pouring out

new words, as the loom has done.

Weaving is therefore used as a metaphor for fiction. Just as there are different
types of looms in different countries: ‘dummy-shuttle looms and rapier looms and
water-jet looms and circular looms’ (CR, 74), so fiction too manifests 1itself in
different forms across the world. Yet, Ghosh suggests, the different weaving
techniques all have in common the same technique of ‘locking yarns together by

crossing them’ (CR, 74). The usage here of the word ‘yarns’, with its extra meaning

of ‘stories’, indicates that the statement can also be read as a literary manifesto.

Ghosh seeks to ‘lock together’ disparate stories in a complex weave that alludes to

oral and literary texts from both East and West. While I spend some time untangling

Ghosh’s multifarious use of genre in the second half of this chapter, I will now focus

upon the debate about reason and science in the early part of The Circle of Reason.

SCIENTIFIC REASON IN THE CIRCLE OF REASON

Throughout The Circle of Reason, Western and Hindu philosophies and texts are
intermingled. This is perhaps best exemplified in the novel’s very title, the

paradoxical ‘circle’ of reason. Following Richard H. Popkin and Avrum Stroll, I
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broadly define reason as a set of inductive processes that supposedly allow access to
‘knowledge in the strongest sense, knowledge that can under no circumstances
possibly be false’ (1993: 239). ‘Reason’ is of course a contested term, which has been

interpreted in vastly different ways by philosophers as diverse as Plato and Chomsky.
It is also important to be aware that there 1s a plurality of concepts of ‘reason’. In

India, for example, discourses of reason and logic long predated British expansion into

1

the subcontinent and were not exclusive to the Hindu tradition. However, the

Enlightenment’s bold assertion that its own brand of reason had unique and universal
applicability, and the impact this had on colonized countries such as India, has led to
the emphasis in this chapter on interrogating Western interpretations of reason. That
said, I want to avoid becoming embroiled in the debate about the complex and often
contradictory nature of Western perceptions of reason from the Enlightenment
onwards. My focus, therefore, will be on Western discourses surrounding science and
technology, which, in the context of colonialism, were increasingly seen as
touchstones of rationality and progress. Colonial discourse tended to hinge upon one
particular version of reason, scientific reason, which manifested itself in materal

advances.

Reason has tended to be viewed by Western philosophers as a linear association
of thoughts, progressing through logic and deduction, but rarely as something that has
a cyclical motion. The title for Ghosh’s first novel, then, is extremely suggestive,
indicating that reasoned argument does not necessarily have to take the form of a

continuum. The notion of circularity, of course, also foregrounds the Hindu view of
time as cyclical, with constant patterns of renewal and rebirth. In Hinduism, the image
of a circle suggests both an endless process of regeneration and degeneration through
time. And yet, at the same time, its similarity to the notion of the ‘zero’ has
resonances of annthilation and death, seen as the ultimate goal in the Hindu concept of

moksha, or release from the cycle of existence (samsara).

' In addition to the well-known Hindu tradition of reason advocated by such figures as

Gandhi and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, there was also long-standing Islamic discussion on
the subject. The philosophies of the Mutazalis of the eighth century and the Muwahhidin of
the twelfth, for example, long predated the thinking of Rammohun Roy. Several
commentators now claim that Roy — who as we will see was conventionally regarded as the
‘Father of Modern India’ and as a reformer primarily influenced by Enlightenment notions
of reason and humanism — may also have been influenced by these Perso-Arabic rationalist

theologians (see Ray, 1975: 10; Sarkar, 1975: 52).
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The ‘circle’ of reason is represented in the novel when Balaram, applying his
notion of reason to obsessive proportions, surrounds himself with a protective circle of
drums of carbolic acid, which he sees as being the epitome of reason. His circle is

contrasted with the obsession of his arch-enemy, Bhudeb Roy, with linearity in the
form of straight lines. Roy’s passion for linearity culminates in his creation of a
straight road through the village and the formulation of his slogan ‘Straight to
Progress’ (CR, 120). This may be read as a parody of the usual stereotype of Western
thought as linear and Indian as cyclical, and it is significant that both Bhudeb Roy’s
and Balaram’s arguments degenerate 1nto violence. Just as the notion of a circle has
simultaneous connotations of protection and entrapment, perfection and emptiness, so
reason in the novel is also seen to have both beneficial and destructive qualities. This
1s 1llustrated when carbolic acid (once again being used as a symbol for scientific
reason) rids the village of disease during the influx of migrants from war-torn East
Bengal, and yet the same carbolic acid 1s used as a weapon in Balaram’s battle against

his former employer. The novel thus embraces neither the linear nor the cyclical

models of reason in their entirety, but rather suggests the strengths and limitations of

both ways of thinking.

The notion of reason as an essential aspect of Hinduism is even suggested in The
Circle of Reason’s tripartite structure. The novel’s three sections are named after
Hindu concepts (Satwa, Rajas, and Tamas), translated by Ghosh as ‘reason’, ‘passion’,
and ‘death’ respectively. Hindus believe that human personality is made up of
different combinations of three gunas or strands, which are interdependent and non-
conscious (Lipner, 1994: 242). According to Lipner, the gunas, if they could be

translated precisely, are ‘goodness’, ‘passion’, and ‘ignorance’:

sattva [this spelling in original] [...] produce[s] experiences and dispositions
which we characterise as serenity, peace, compassion, benevolence, kindness,
forgiveness, awareness, intelligence, insight, clarity of mind, etc. Likewise,
rajas produces passionate mental and moral activity (a mercurial temperament,
volubility, wrath, lust, etc.) [...], while the modifications of famas give rise to
such things as sloth, stupidity, mental confusion, cowardice, and so on (1994:

243).

It 1s unclear why Ghosh has chosen to simplify the meanings of two of the gunas,
designating the highest guna, satwa, as ‘reason’ and the basest, tamas, as ‘death’. Yet

the important point to emerge from Ghosh’s use of the gunas is that these three strands
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are inseparable and could not exist without each other. This seems to imply that
however rational a culture considers itself, there will always be a dark side to that

reason, its tamas, which manifests itself through violence, intolerance, and even

impernalism.

In discussing the novel’s depiction of the dark and light aspects of scientific
reason, I situate Ghosh within a debate about the ‘modernization’ of India, which
began 1n the early nineteenth century and continues to this day. The debate has
focused upon the following issues: should educated Indians reject as inhumane
traditions such as child marriage and caste notions about pollution, and embrace the
Western enthusiasm for science, secularism, and industrialization? Or are Western
rationalism, secularism, and scientific and technological innovations simply not
applicable in the Indian context, in that they signify India’s bondage to its colonizers,
and the creation an emasculated population of Macaulay’s ‘mimic men’? The terms of
this dialogue in late twentieth-century India may have altered dramatically, but the
perceived dichotomy between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ is an ongoing concemn for

many Indian scholars.

In order to 1illustrate the ways in which Ghosh continues and updates the
discussion, I examine two Indian thinkers, whose ideas are alluded to in The Circle of
Reason, but who are usually interpreted as belonging to opposing sides of the debate.
Rammohun Roy (1774 - 1833) is remembered as India’s earliest and most vocal
advocate of Western rationalism and science, whereas M.K. Gandhi (1869 - 1948) is
famous for his allegedly implacable opposition to science. Despite the ideological
chasm that i1s assumed to divide them, both men were important reformers of
Hinduism; they highlighted the individual’s responsibility for changing his society;
and both sought in their lives and works to synthesize the best of Western and Eastern
thought. In addition to these shared features, each man’s attitude towards Western
science was more complex than is usually supposed. Roy is sometimes regarded as an
obsequious cheerleader for the colonizers’ culture, while Gandhi is often depicted as a
reactionary who wanted to arrest India’s scientific and technological development,

turning the clock back to an idealized pre-industrial age. I want to suggest that while

there 1s a grain of truth in these caricatures, the tradition/modemity dichotomy does

not hold.
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Rammohun Roy 1s known as the ‘Father of Modern India’, a phrase that
indicates the importance of his educational, religious, and social reforms. He was a
vocal proponent-of reason, and campaigned against Hindu practices he considered to

be 1rrational and immoral. He despised Hinduism’s popular, idolatrous forms of
worship, and sought to replace these with a rational monotheism, derived from, but not
exclusive to, the Unitarianism movement. The religious group that he founded, the
Brahmo Samaj, waged a relentless but finally ineffective struggle against the
‘excesses’ of Hinduism. At the same time, the group sought to prove the Hindu
tradition’s intellectual respectability by attempting to recover Vedantic thought shom
of its ‘superstitious’ accretions. As such, the Brahmos are the most likely butt of
Ghosh’s satire 1n his portrayal of the Rationalists’ Society, a group of college students
who revere science and reason almost as gods. In archaic language, which reinforces
the intended parody of the Brahmo Samaj, the Rationalists’ manifesto sets out their
aim to ‘make known to the masses of Hindoostan how they were daily deceived and
cheated by the self-styled purveyors of religion’ (CR, 47). Like the Brahmos, Ghosh’s
Rationalists scour the sacred texts of Hinduism for evidence of proto-scientific
thought, but the novel indicates that the futility of such an endeavour lies in its
1solation from the concems of ordinary people. Indeed, as Sumit Sarkar has observed
with regards to the Brahmo Samaj, its most serious weakness was that its aims were

seen as being elitist and abstracted (1975: 53).

Roy’s social reforms met with a greater and longer lasting degree of success than
his purely religious interventions. He worked towards the eradication of practices he
considered to be abuses of the Hindu tradition, such as sati, child marriage, caste,
purdah, and female illiteracy. As these examples suggest, Roy was particularly
interested in the low status of women that he argued was perpetuated by orthodox
Hinduism. As a humanist, he believed in the possibility of progress towards a final,
perfect society, but he argued that this could only be achieved in India after the
amelioration of women’s degraded position. He believed that this improvement would
be achieved through education. If the working classes were educated, they would
realize that misogynist practices represented a gross distortion of ‘authentic’

Hinduism, and if women were educated, they would be able to articulate outrage at

their oppression.
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It 1s for his views on education that Roy is best remembered. He famously
petitioned the Bntish colonizers to ‘promote a more liberal and enlightened system of
instruction, embracing Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, Chemistry, Anatomy and

other useful sciences...which the nations of Europe have carried to a degree of
perfection that has raised them above the inhabitants of other parts of the world’
(quoted 1n Adas, 1989: 278). It is easy to see why this has been read as an extreme
example of Indian ‘cultural cringe’; the petition is couched in language that has not
won Roy many supporters within postcolonial studies. Yet, more significant than
Roy’s blatant attempt to curry favour with the colonizers is his insistence that the
foundations of an Indian education should rest on ‘Mathematics, Natural Philosophy,
Chemistry, Anatomy and other useful sciences’. At the time at which he wrote this
(1823), the suggestion that a colonial education should have such a scientific bias was
a radical one. Indeed, it ran counter to the colonizers’ wishes, and the curriculum that
they 1nstead introduced into India had the literary bent recommended by Macaulay
(Sarkar, 1975: 48 - 49). Although Roy’s language shows that he has been heavily
influenced by the colonizers’ ‘civilizing mission’ rhetoric, Partha Chatterjee has
demonstrated that demands such as his for education in English sciences should not be
regarded as wholesale endorsement of Western values. Rather, Chatterjee argues that
middle-class Indians believed culture was divided into two spheres: the material and
the spiritual or, following Tagore, the home and the world. It was only in the material,
worldly sphere that members of the bhadralok, such as Roy, wanted to learn from the
West. In the spiritual sphere, most Indians viewed their own mythologized traditions
and history as superior to, and unaffected by, those of the British colonizers
(Chatterjee, 1989: 237 - 40). As such, Roy’s petition may be decoded as representing
an attempt to graft pragmatic Western scientific and technical knowledge onto
indigenous metaphysical ideas about literature, art, and religion, while reassessing

both in the process.

As Chatterjee’s distinction between the material and spiritual spheres suggests,
Rammohun Roy throughout his life spoke at least two cultural languages, and
constantly had to translate and negotiate between them. Although he was an
outspoken critic of Hindu ‘irrationalities’, he consistently conformed to Hindu dietary
strictures, obeyed caste rules, and wore his Brahmin’s sacred thread. In his campaign

against sati, he devoted much energy to finding ancient texts that glorified ascetic
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widowhood, thus inhibiting possible debate about widow remarriage. Furthermore,
whereas most historians have tended to view Roy as a product of the encounter
between Hindu and Western thought, research has shown that his theism and

opposition to idolatry came as much, if not more, from his interest in the Islamic
tradition (Sarkar, 1975: 52 - 53). The inconsistencies in Roy’s life and works suggest
that it is wrong to view him as an unequivocal apologist for Western science. A more
productive conclusion to draw from a study of this complex figure 1s that Western
science was hybridized in its encounter with the Indian educated classes. ‘In the
colonial context’, Prakash remarks, ‘the universal claims of science always had to be
represented, imposed, and translated into other terms® (1999: 5 - 6). In India, Western
science had to negotiate with the claims of Hindu scientific knowledge, Persian and
Arabic branches of mathematics and other sciences, and Vedic philosophy, in order to

achieve hegemony.

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, in contrast, is often interpreted as being a
radical opponent of Western science and technology, and his promotion of cottage
industries is seen as an indigenous alternative to industrialization. It is my contention,
however, that neither Gandhi himself, nor the allusions to his thinking in The Circle of
Reason, represents such unambiguous opposition to Western science and technology.
There are many references in the novel to suggest that Gandhi’s attitudes towards
science are being foregrounded and questioned. Both Balaram’s withdrawal from
Calcutta to work as a schoolteacher in Lalpukur village and his fascination with
weaving show the influence of Gandhian thought.* Furthermore, Gandhi’s theories of
education inform Balaram’s creation of a practical school of reason that is productive
and self-supporting (see Gandhi, 1959: 151). Other Gandhian allusions include the

anti-commercialist crusade that Alu organizes in al-Ghazira, which involves the

picketing of uncooperative businesses, recalling the Mahatma’s endorsement of the

non-violent boycotting of British products.

* Gandhi’s argument that India should be organized through a system of self-sufficient

villages, and his rejection of expensive imported cloth from Manchester in favour of the
spinning of khadi, are well known.
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Finally, Toru-debi’s love affair with her Singer sewing machine may be read as
another obscure reference to Gandhi, in that the Mahatma identified this as one of the

few worthwhile machines invented:

The supreme consideration 1s man. The machine should not tend to make
atrophied the limbs of man. For instance, I would make intelligent exceptions.
Take the case of the Singer Sewing Machine. It is one of the few useful things
ever invented, and there 1s a romance about the device itself. Singer saw his
wife labouring over the tedious process of sewing and seaming with her own
hands, and simply out of his love for her he devised the sewing machine in order
to save her from unnecessary labour (1959: 126).

Gandhi’s emphasis here on ‘romance’, conjugal love, and the traditionally feminine
occupations of ‘sewing and seaming’ suggests that he is advocating an alternative use
of technology, one that is family-orientated and detached from the capitalist ethos. As
with his endorsement of cottage industry through the symbol of the charkha, Gandhi
uses the Singer sewing machine to celebrate the local and the domestic. The sewing
machine 1s also seen as a benevolent piece of technology in The Circle of Reason, as it
saves Alu’s life on two occasions. Firstly, Alu is saved from immolation in the
explosion that kills his family in Lalpukur because his aunt Toru-debi has sent him to
throw her broken sewing machine in the pond. Secondly, two Singers protect Alu
when the gaudy new shopping mall, the Star, falls on him. The contrast between the
menace of the falling Star, and the sheltering qualities of technology in the shape of

sewing machines, suggests that not all machines are criticized in Gandhian

philosophy, just those that promote unrestrained consumerism.

One of Gandhi’s most famous works, Hind Swaraj (1909), identifies three evils
imported from the West that prevent India from achieving independence (swaraj):
railways, doctors, and lawyers. For the purposes of this chapter, his indictment of
Western medicine has the most relevance and it is worth quoting from his argument at

some length:

Hospitals are institutions for propagating sin. Men take less care of their
bodies and immorality increases. [...] doctors induce us to indulge, and the result
1s that we have become deprived of self-control and have become effeminate. In
these circumstances, we are unfit to serve the country. To study European
medicine 1s to deepen our slavery (1938: 59).
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It would be a mistake to take this passionate opinion too much at face value. It 1s
important to contextualize Hind Swaraj” and realize that it is a piece of political
polemic. The book’s central point i1s that India must not recreate the British system

wholesale when it achieves independence: ‘if India copies England it 1s my firm
conviction that she will be ruined’ (1938: 34). Gandhi understood that medicine is not
as beneficial and value-neutral as it is usually depicted, but rather provides a means of
justifying colonialism and perpetuating it by keeping British administrators healthy.
By championing an alternative model of medicine that incorporated indigenous
medical systems, sexual abstinence, teetotalism, and strict dietary practices, Gandhi
sent out a challenge to the colonial attempt to appropriate and control the Indian

medicalized body.

Despite his strident objections to the practice of medicine in Hind Swaraj,
elsewhere, and 1n a less politically charged context, Gandhi writes more approvingly
of doctors: ‘a surgeon does not commit himsa [violence] but practises the purest
ahimsa [non-violence, or ‘truth force’] when he wields his knife’ (1959: 42).
Furthermore, as Bhikhu Parekh has emphasized, Gandhi often used medical images 1n
order to represent India as a ‘weak’ or ‘diseased’ body politic, in need of strong
remedies to bring it back to health (1989: 9). Thus, I would argue that in Hind Swaraj,
as 1n other utopian or politically-motivated texts, Gandhi does not truly believe that his
vision of a return to a mythical, primitivist India unsullied by trains, litigation, or
surgery, will ever be realized. Indeed he probably does not even wish for this to
happen; rather he imagines that by sketching an idealistic picture of a postcolonial
India, he will direct attention and action towards the exploitation brought about by

British rule.

I would suggest that Gandhi was more amenable to the implementation of
science and industry than is generally assumed. He does not abjure the entirety of
Western science and technology, as might be assumed from a reading of Hind Swaraj
in isolation. Indeed, the subtitle of his autobiography, The Story of my Experiments
with Truth (1927), implies both that truth 1s non-absolute (I will return to this point

* Hind Swaraj was written during a few short weeks in 1909 while Gandhi was travelling
between England and Johannesburg (Wolpert, 2001: 76). At this time Gandhi had become
the leader of the Indian community in South Africa and was beginning to formulate his ideas
for leading the anti-colonial struggle within India itself.
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shortly) and explicitly links his work with scientific practice. In the introduction to his

autobiography, he demonstrates his admiration for science’s claims to objectivity:

Far be it from me to claim any degree of perfection for these experiments, I
claim for them nothing more than does a scientist who, though he conducts his

experiments with the utmost accuracy, forethought and minuteness, never claims
any finality about his conclusions, but keeps an open mind regarding them

(Gandhi, 1957: xxvi1).
This passage suggests that Gandhi does not object to science except insofar as it 1s

used as a tool of oppression. Gandhi often refers to his philosophy of ahimsa as a

science (1959: 88; 96; 97) and he makes his position on the issue clear when he writes:

I am not opposed to the progress of science as such. On the contrary, the
scientific spirit of the West commands my admiration and if that admiration 1s

qualified, it is because the scientist of the West takes no note of God’s lower
creation (1959: 98).

The complexities and contradictions of Gandhi’s thought provide a salient warning
against the seductive, but misleading, temptation to characterize Western thought as

rational, linear, and teleological, and Hindu thought as spiritual and cyclical.

In contrast to pervasive images of Gandhi as a mystical ascetic, the ‘Mahatma’
was in fact an ardent proponent of reason. Despite being a devout Hindu, he
emphasized throughout his life that the traditions of religion must be subjected to

rational analysis:

My belief in the Hindu scriptures does not require me to accept every word and
every verse as divinely inspired... I decline to be bound by any interpretation,
however learned it may be, if it is repugnant to reason or moral sense (1959: 61).

Depictions of Gandhi as an otherworldly spiritualist are undercut by his notorious
insistence on punctuality (Collins and Lapierre, 1975: 37). In addition, he sent his
friend and disciple C.F. Andrews to Fiji to conduct empirical research into the
condition of indentured labourers there, which suggests a firm belief 1n scientific
principles. His legal background may have encouraged Gandhi’s belief that an
impartial collection of facts in conjunction with applied reason would allow a truthful
conclusion to be reached (Datta, 1953: 11). However, Gandhi also warns against the
limits of reason when it is untempered with faith or spirtuality, arguing that

‘[r]ationalists are admirable beings, rationalism is a hideous monster when it claims
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for itself omnipotence. [...] I plead not for the suppression of reason, but for a due
recognition of that in us which sanctifies reason’ (1959: 172). This thought was not
unique to Gandhi; indeed many Western schools of thought — including, most

obviously, the Romantics: but even some philosophers of the Enlightenment, such as
Rousseau and Joseph Priestley — had also called for the unification of reason with
spirituality. However, the Hindu i1deas that Gandhi brought to bear in his critique of
Western reason — the doctrines of ahimsa (non-violence), brahmacharya (celibacy),
and vegetarianism, for example — challenged Enlightenment reason by illustrating
that the supposed ‘truth’ of Western reason is perceived differently from an Indian

standpoint.

Furthermore, his concept of truth itself was notably different from the absolutist
notion common in Western culture. In general, Western thought, shaped by the
binaries of orthodox Chnistianity, has tended to have a fairly rigid conception of truth.
This can be seen when Sir Henry Maine, writing on the need for scientific education in
India in the early twentieth century, argues that the ‘Indian intellect stood 1n need |...]
of stricter criteria of truth. It required a treatment to harden and brace it, and scientific
teaching was exactly the tonic which its infirmities called for’ (quoted in Baber, 1998:
184). In contrast with this European view of scientific truth as non-negotiable, one of
Gandhi’s greatest philosophical legacies is the notion that a dissenter (religious or
otherwise) holds his worldview not out of malice or bad faith, but out of a conviction
as genuine and heartfelt as that of the man of religion (Lipner, 1994: 187 — 88).
Gandhi is often quoted as contending that “Truth is God’, an argument that allows all
religions — and even non-religious philosophies — to be regarded as strniving for the

same goal. He writes:
4

[e]ven the atheists who have pretended to disbelieve in God have believed in
Truth. The trick they have performed is that of giving God another, not a new,
name. His names are legion. Truth is the crown of them all (Gandhi, 1959: 65 —

66).

Gandhi was not original in conceiving of truth as a flexible concept; indeed he simply
articulates anew an important principle of Hinduism. Hindus believe that absolute
truth 1s something that the human mind cannot grasp. Telling the truth, therefore, is

regarded as a necessarily partial activity that 1s specific to its context (Lipner, 1994:

185). In The Circle of Reason Ghosh follows Gandhi in suggesting that it is not
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reason and science themselves that are responsible for intolerance and imperialism,

but the notion that reason and science allow access to a culturally-transcendent truth.

I would now like to examine The Circle of Reason in the light of this debate.
The first part of the novel, ‘Satwa’, intersperses scenes of life in a Bengali village with

episodes that take place in Calcutta prior to the Second World War, Certain historical
events, such as the Indian nationalist struggle of the 1930s, the Bangladesh war of
1971, and the international tide of migration to the Middle East of the 1970s onwards,
are foregrounded. The early part of the novel is, however, more concemed with the
period of British colonization of India. Through the character of Balaram, Ghosh
explores the continuing impact of the Raj’s educational policies on postcolonial India.
Ghosh’s concern is not with the Raj qua the Raj, but with the complex cultural

imbrication, as a result of the Raj, of various elements — precolonial, colonial, and

postcolonial — in the creation of a certain kind of knowledge/discourse.

The novel pivots upon a debate conceming the relationship between science,
technology and nationalism in India. As my discussion of Gandhi and Roy has
suggested, Ghosh engages in an intertextual dialogue concerning ‘tradition’ versus
‘modernity’ that has preoccupied Indian nationalists from Tagore to Nehru, and
colonial thinkers such as William Jones and Macaulay. Within this broad framework

Ghosh, like many other Indian writers, does not fully accept the conventional

science/tradition division, or set it on an East/West axis. Just as my reading
complicates the orthodox interpretation of Roy as a modemizing, Westernized
rationalist and Gandhi as indigenizing spiritualist, so too Ghosh problematizes the
Science-1s-West and Tradition-is-East dichotomy. He breaks down such myths by
interrogating the status and worth of different branches of science in India. In
particular, Ghosh is concerned with the staging in India of what might be conveniently

termed science and pseudoscience.

I analyse this debate by tracing the history of such ‘pseudosciences’ as
phrenology and nineteenth-century criminology, as well as more generally accepted
scientific practices, such as Pasteurian microbiology and tropical medicine. Ghosh’s

allusions to a vast range of scientific projects encourage the reader to think about how

Western science drastically alters, and yet is itself hybridized by its encounter with,
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Indian society. In this novel, Ghosh makes the important point that science,
technology and medicine were not conveyed to India by the British in a one-way
process of transfer, but were in fact involved in a complex series of cross-cultural

exchanges, translations, and mutations.

Balaram’s fascination with science generates much of the novel’s debate as to
whether the materialistic scientific reason of the West is tethered to its cultural origin,
or whether it possesses a universal validity. Balaram takes the latter position, arguing
that ‘[s]cience doesn’t belong to countries. Reason doesn’t belong to any nation.
They belong to history — to the world’ (CR, 54). Given this somewhat naive
viewpoint, he is frequently presented in an ironic way. However, ambivalence in the
novel’s treatment of this character suggests that his belief that ‘[s]cience doesn’t
belong to countries’, is not wholly being condemned. Balaram is a product of Western
education and, despite his fervent Indian nationalism, he has internalized the notion
that Western science transcends national boundaries in its search for truth. Yet he
does have some justification for his contention that ‘[r]eason doesn’t belong to any
nation’, because the notion that reason is a unique attribute of man is something that
most cultural outlooks have in common, although definitions of reason vary greatly.
Furthermore, his universalizing approach also problematizes Western science, in that
he unwittingly exposes its racist subtexts. This is another way in which Ghosh
complicates the science/tradition dichotomy and goes beyond a simplistic East-West

axis.

Throughout the novel, the scientific reason that Balaram celebrates 1s contested
by other voices. His friend Gopal, for example, historicizes the practice of reason and
views 1t as a source of power, contending that ‘[e]ven Reason discovers itself through
events and people’ (CR, 38). The culturally relativist stance that Gopal takes,
suggesting that scientific reason is a product of history and society, finds endorsement

in the arguments of modern sociologists and historians of science. Since the

influential work of Michel Foucault, many scholars have sought to situate reason in a
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particular time and place.* The following quotation diametrically opposes Balaram’s

claim that scientific reason is value-free and disinterested. Foucault writes:

What reason perceives as its necessity, or rather, what different forms of
rationality offer as their necessary being, can perfectly well be shown to have a
history [...] Which is not to say, however, that these forms of rationality were
irrational. It means that they reside on a base of human practice and human
history; and that since these things have been made, they can be unmade (1988:
37).

In addition, a central concern of Foucault’s is that discourses, including the discourse
of a putatively “universal’ form of reason, are not accessible to all. He argues that
only certain members of privileged groups, such as the Western male bourgeoisie, are
given the right to use these discourses: ‘the property of discourse — in the sense of the
right to speak, ability to understand, licit and immediate access to the corpus of
already formulated statements, and the capacity to invest this discourse in decisions,

Institutions, or practices — is in fact confined [...] to a particular group of individuals’
(1972: 68).

In the colonial context, British administrators consistently strove to demonstrate
that the discourse of reason was — in the Foucauldian sense — their exclusive
property. In his pioneering study, Machines as the Measure of Men (1989), Michael
Adas argues that Western man from the industrial age onward considered science and
technology to be the most reliable indicators of their purportedly superior reasoning
abilities. Enlightenment optimism as to the possibility of progress through man
harnessing reason, coupled with the tangible material achievements that arose from the
Industrial Revolution, led to Western-style technology and science being perceived as
dominant signifiers of ‘civilization’. This belief justified the colonialist argument that
non-Western countries were illogical, infantile, and in need of guidance from that
alleged archetype of advanced reason, the West. The power of science as a discourse
was tremendously important for European expansion, providing justification for
imperial nations to continue their exploitation of Asia and Africa. Of course, Western

science and technology also actively helped to establish and consolidate power in

colonized countries. As Daniel Headrick (1981) has shown, scientific and

* In the following texts, academics have mobilized Foucault’s ideas to explore the

relationship between science and empire: Arnold, 1993 and 2000; Baber, 1998; Kumar,
1997; MacLeod and Lewis, 1988; Nandy, 1995 and 1988; and Prakash, 1996.
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technological advances may be interpreted as ‘tools of empire’. They were deployed
In a practical way, in the shape of advances in weaponry, medicine, transportation, and

communications, to achieve global hegemony.

Forms of scientific knowledge, which were deemed to be irreconcilable with the
rhetoric of Western superiority, were labeled deviant or ‘pseudoscientific’. Ghosh’s
well-researched allusions in The Circle of Reason, suggest that the labels of ‘science’
and ‘pseudoscience’ disguise the fact that these disciplines are not as incompatible as
they are made out to be. Western science is often interpreted as a discipline founded
upon logic, empiricism, and rationalism, even if these goals are not always met (in
fact, such objectivity is rarely, if ever, achieved, owing to the limitations of scientific
methodology). It is worth noting, however, that the borders between mainstream
science and pseudoscience are more porous than is usually supposed. For example,
one of the leading figures who helped inspire Enlightenment faith in reason,
empiricism, and ‘pure science’, Isaac Newton, famously regarded such esoteric
practices as alchemy and astrology as sciences. Before making generalizations about
Western science, it 1s necessary to be aware that it was only after the Industrial
Revolution that the distinction between science and pseudoscience assumed the
nigidity that we know today. This point is perhaps most graphically illustrated in
colonial India, where the British administrators’ desire to promote science as a visual

spectacle to the illiterate masses of India caused mesmerism to gain temporary

acceptance within mainstream science, even as late as the mid-nineteenth century.’

Conversely, many scientific principles, which have come to be regarded as
orthodox, were considered for some time to be aberrant beliefs before they acquired
the semblance of legitimacy. The theory of scientific evolution only became generally
accepted with the forceful arguments and evidence of Charles Darwin. Prior to the
publication of The Origin of Species, the spurious arguments of inexpert proponents of
evolution meant that the theory was dismissed by mainstream scientists as being

distinctly deviant.® Thus the concept of what constitutes science is, to borrow a

> The British Indian government funded research into the visually impressive ‘science’ of
mesmerism, despite its precarious position ‘perched [...] between cold scientific inquiry and
“superstition in its widest sense and...most absurd forms”’ (Prakash, 1999: 33). Amazingly,
subsidies were even granted for the creation of a Mesmeric Hospital in Calcutta in 1846.

° For further discussion of this issue, see Dolby, 1979: 22 - 23.
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metaphor from Darwin, an evolving process, and practices which are considered in
one period to be pseudoscience, may later be accorded full scientific status or vice
versa. This argument is not to be taken as an endorsement of the position that

knowledge entirely constructs that which exists. On the contrary, like a text that
circumscribes the interpretations of a translator, the natural world constrains the

production of scientific theories. However, social pressures, such as the impetus of

colonialism, also shape scientific knowledge.

The notion that science 1s a product of history and society is affirmed in the
novel’s examination of two contrasting groups of scientific practitioners that Balaram
admires. Firstly, the novel’s portrayal of the mainstream science of Louis Pasteur and
others suggests that a perception of science as consisting of a series of groundbreaking
discoveries made by great men, is misleading. Secondly, Ghosh interrogates the
equally false assumptions that surround the so-called ‘pseudoscientists’, whose
theories are judged by history to have failed. The novel invites us to consider many
pseudoscientific practices, such as phrenology, Lombroso’s criminology, and the plant
physiology of Jagadish Chandra Bose. It focuses in particular on phrenology, a
pseudoscience pioneered by Franz Joseph Gall, J.G. Spurzheim, and George Combe in
early nineteenth-century Europe, which claimed to judge the individual’s personality
by feeling bumps on the head. This speculative type of science may seem far removed
from the supposedly objective empiricism of Pasteur’s microbiology. Yet Ghosh
characteristically encourages us to challenge such artificial boundaries, or — as he will
phrase it in his next novel — ‘shadow lines’, that represent the world as essentially
binary. Just as Pasteur’s reputation has been exaggeratedly sanctified, equally those
scientists who are deemed to have failed are treated with a condescension that
occludes the similarities between science and pseudoscience. Bruno Latour has
written:

the history of the sciences is seldom just to the defeated, or even, for that matter,

to the victors. It accords too much attention to the latter and not enough to the
former. A juster approach would be to treat both victors and defeated

symmetrically (1988: 31).

Interestingly, this ‘juster approach’ is exactly what Balaram inadvertently adopts; he

makes no distinction between the arch-representative of mainstream science, Pasteur,
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and those ‘scientists’ who are now widely considered to be discredited, such as the

phrenologist George Combe.

Balaram’s attitude towards science evinces a hybridizing tendency and, in this
respect, he unwittingly challenges Western scientific discourse. He receives many
very different scientific notions originating from the West with the same almost
indiscriminate rapture, and his admiration for discredited sciences such as phrenology
and criminology indicates the heterogeneous and socially-determined tendencies of
Western scientific discourses. In the light of Homi Bhabha’s theory of mimicry,
Balaram’s enthusiasm for both mainstream Western science and racist pseudosciences
exposes elisions and instabilities in the discourses of science. This illustrates
Bhabha’s point that ‘mimicry 1s at once resemblance and menace’ (1994: 86), in that
Balaram’s choice of scientific gurus reflects both the achievements and the shameful

hidden history of Western science.

Contrary to the boundaries that are often perceived as separating science and
pseudoscience, the two had an influence on each other, and social and political issues
helped to determine the extent of their success or failure. Just as I shall demonstrate
that the success of Pasteur was in part precipitated by political factors, so too the
initial success, but consequent failure, of such scientists as Bose and Combe, was

largely due to contemporary social factors. We shall see that both these men’s ideas

were temporarily accepted, but ultimately failed to gain the support of the Western
academy. As will be demonstrated, mainstream science and popular science are in
many ways mirror images of each other, and are necessarily concomitant. Similarly, it
1s wrong to assume that Western medicine was hegemonic and all-powerful in India,
and that 1t was unaffected by its meeting with the ‘pseudoscientific’ medical traditions
of India. David Arnold argues, for instance, that both indigenous and Western systems
of medicine were altered by the colonial encounter, and that both were ‘constantly
engaged in a dialogue’ (1993: 14). He shows that for Western medicine to gain

acceptance 1n India, many concesstons had to be made to local medical practices.
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Hospitals segregated on the basis of caste were created (1993: 250), and links were

reluctantly established with indigenous medical practitioners.’

In the discussions about science that occur in the novel, Louis Pasteur is taken to
be the type of the objective, disinterested scientist. Vallery-Radot’s book, The Life of
Pasteur (1906), is an important motif in The Circle of Reason,’ and both Balaram and
his nephew Alu interpret it as presenting Pasteur as the epitome of reason. For
example, here i1s a passage from early in the novel, in which Balaram first introduces

Alu to the biography of the great scientist:

he [Balaram] reached for the copy of Vallery-Radot’s Life of Pasteur which
always lay beside his chair, and began to read him the chapter about that turning-
point in the history of the world — 6 July 1885 — when Louis Pasteur took his
courage in his hands and at the risk of his reputation and his whole professional
life (for he had never lacked for enemies) filled a Pravoz syringe and inoculated
poor, hopeless ten-year-old Joseph Meister, only that day savaged by a rabid dog,

with his still untested vaccine.
When he stopped and put the book down he saw tears in Alu’s eyes (CR, 28).

Balaram and Alu are not alone in this inspirational view of Pasteur as an embattled yet
courageous scientist. Pasteur is widely regarded as an irreproachable pioneer of
modern medicine. He discovered the microbe, formulated germ theory, was the

second person (after Edward Jenner) to carry out successful vaccination against a

human disease, as well as lending his name to the process of pasteurizing, or briefly

heating such substances as wine and milk, in order to kill the pathogens therein. It is

difficult to argue against the benefits of his discoveries, as Bruno Latour

acknowledges in a book which seeks to demystify Pasteur’s reputation. He writes:

no one — except extreme cynics — can doubt the value of Pasteur’s discoveries
to medicine. All of the other technological conquests have their embittered
critics and malcontents — not to mention those suffering from radiation — but
to prevent children from dying from terrible diseases has never been seen as
anything other than an advantage (1988: 8).

’ Western medicine either attempted to coopt, or was forced to collaborate with, indigenous
medical workers, such as the dai (midwife), tikadar (indigenous practitioner of variolation
agamnst smallpox), the vaidya, and hakim (Hindu and Muslim medical specialists,
respectively), in order to gain local people’s trust, even though these practitioners were
suspiciously regarded by British doctors (Amold, 1993: 146 — 47, 257 — 60, 294).

® For more discussion on the recurrent mention of this book, see Prasad, 1990: 104 — 103,
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Yet for this reason, a study of Pasteur’s science encourages an understanding of how

scientists are mythologized.

Balaram 1dealizes scientific ‘genius’, seeing his favourite scientists (Pasteur,
Bose, Combe, Lombroso, Raman, et al) as men who work alone in the hope of making
discoveries that will benefit mankind. He holds Pasteur in the highest esteem, making

the following impassioned comments to the Rationalists’ Society:

Do you remember why he left his promising studies in crystallography? It was
because the brewers of France came to him and said: What makes our beer rot?
It was that question, asked by simple people, which led to the discovery of what
he called the ‘infinitesimally small’ — the Germ, in other words. [...] Who did
the silk farmers of Europe go to when disease struck their silkworms [...]? Who
but Pasteur? They went to him and they said: Save us. And when he saw their
wretchedness not all the powers on the earth could have kept him from
answering.
That 1s why the world still has silk (CR, 49).

Balaram’s attempt here to present Pasteur as an altruistic man of the people is
undermined by his unfortunate decision to describe Pasteur assisting the producers of
two luxurious commodities, silk and beer. In the context in which Balaram is
speaking — that of a pre-independence India whose economy has been disabled in part
by the destruction of the indigenous cotton industry’ — allusions to the silk and beer
industries of nineteenth-century France only serve to expose the fact that Pasteur was

working both in his own interests and those of his social milieu; certainly not for the

good of what 1s vaguely known as ‘mankind’.

Balaram’s talismanic book, Vallery-Radot’s Life of Pasteur, typifies the ‘lone
genius’ approach to scientists. It portrays Pasteur as the philanthropic champion of a
universally applicable science and describes him as possessing ‘scientific ardour and
[a] [...] generous eagerness to lighten the burden of others’ (1906: 120). However,
more recent studies, while recognizing Pasteur’s achievements, also draw attention to

his showmanship and more worldly motives: ‘[h]e was enormously talented, with

’ The British ravaged India’s weaving and handicrafts industries through an exploitative
system of tariffs which prevented the exportation of Indian textiles. Simultaneously, Britain
exercised its colonial sovereignty by expropriating India’s cotton plants for use in the
production of Lancashire textiles, which were then exported back to India at inflated prices
(Chatterji, 1992; Baber, 1998: 112 — 20). Ghosh’s narrator angrily describes the British
tactics as ‘a garotte to make every continent safe for the cloth of Lancashire, strangling the
very weavers and techniques they had crossed oceans to discover’ (CR, §57).

LEEDS UNIVERSITY LIRF
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great powers of scientific intuition; he was also ambitious, arrogant, combative and
nationalistic’ (Millar et al, 1996: 254). Interestingly, one of his most far-reaching
discoveries came about by accident when in 1880 his assistant made the mistake of

leaving a sample of chicken cholera bacilli exposed to the hot sun. Pasteur injected
this weakened bacilli into some healthy chickens, which experienced only fleeting and
negligible symptoms of cholera. He then injected a fresh dose of bacillus into the
chickens already treated and into a control group fresh from the market. He found that
while the former were unaffected by the disease, the chickens which had not had the
first 1njection contracted cholera and died (Daintith et al, 1999: 416). The fact that
this important scientific discovery came about largely by chance and with the help of
an unnamed ‘assistant’ unsettles the notion Pasteur as a lone genius. Indeed, had
Balaram known of the random circumstances that led to this discovery of Pasteur’s, he
would probably have been perturbed, as he dislikes the idea of great scientists making
discoveries by chance. He comments disapprovingly on Robert Koch’s creation of
mercury-based disinfectants: ‘weren’t they invalid in a way, since Koch had come
upon them almost by accident [...]?° (CR, 61). It is also significant that Pasteur’s
notebooks were made public for the first time in 1971, further serving to debunk his
reputation. The notebooks revealed that some of his clinical trials were ‘very
Inadequate’ and that some of his claims, such as that he tested rabies vaccines on fifty

dogs before attempting the injection of a human subject, were grossly overstated

(Millar et al, 1996: 255).

Latour’s reappraisal of Pasteur’s impact on Western science suggests that
science, far from being a series of discoveries made by outstanding men, is in fact a
dialogic interaction between scientists, laboratory workers, technical instruments, and
objects of study, such as microbes. Latour controversially argues that Pasteur’s
obsession with the ‘infinitely small’ germ invites us to recognize new agents in the

discourse of science:

‘Ignoring the danger of the microbe awaiting us, we have hitherto arranged
our way of life without taking any account of this unknown enemy’ (Leduc:
1892, p. 234). Everything is in that sentence. There are not only ‘social’
relations, relations between man and man. Society is not made up just of men,
for everywhere microbes intervene and act (1988: 35).
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The confines of this chapter do not allow for a full exploration of Latour’s complex
argument, but it 1s worth observing that his identification of microbes as invisible
players suggests that Pasteur’s brand of mainstream science may have more in

common with the so-called ‘pseudoscience’ of Indians such as J.C. Bose than is
generally recognized. Bose, as will be discussed, sought to collapse the boundaries
that divided the organic from the inorganic. His desire to insert into scientific
discourse agents such as plants, which have conventionally been overlooked as having
no feelings, therefore has certain resonances with Pasteur’s exposure of the workings

of the ‘infinitely small’.

In order to problematize notions of the scientist as an individual expert, Latour
demonstrates that Pasteur’s ideas did not come out of an intellectual void. On the
contrary, rather than making entirely new discoveries, Latour argues that Pasteur
‘translated’ already existing ideas surrounding the microbe. Research also indicates
that his reputation owes far more to the unsung work of his wife and obscure
laboratory assistants than has previously been recognized (see Geison, 1995). The
mythical figure of ‘Pasteur’ was almost invented by the hygienists and those who
became known as ‘Pasteurians’, as both groups needed such a figure to justify their
research and to fund laboratories. What emerges from Latour’s analysis of Pasteur’s

work 1s a depiction of emerging power:

The lesson in sociology that Pasteurians and hygienists give to their time [...]
1s that if we wish to obtain economic and social relations in the strict sense, we
must first extirpate the microbe. But in order to extirpate the microbe, we must
place the representatives of the hygienists or Pasteurians everywhere (1988: 39).

Latour does not look at the colonial situation in any detail, but, from the point of view
of India, 1t i1s evident that just as the hygienists needed the microbe in order to
reinforce their status as its ‘extirpators’ within France, so Pasteur’s research was also

necessary to allow Western forces to justify occupation of their empires.

Although Pasteur had no first-hand connection with India or any other European

colony, his 1identification of the germ was central to the foundation of tropical
medicine, a branch of healthcare that, in the nineteenth century, was orientated
towards maintaining the health of soldiers and administrators in the colonies. The

research of Pasteur and his collaborators marked a watershed; from the 1890s
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onwards, his germ theory allowed the new ‘tropical medicine’ to become more assured
and interventionist in India (Arnold, 1993: 13). A leading scholar of the history of
science and empire argues that from the late 1870s onwards ‘tropical medicine — its

ideology European, its instrument the microscope, its epistemology the germ theory of
disease — served the interests of dominant economic groups and obscured the
relationship of disease to social structure’ (MacLeod, 1988: 7). Pasteur himself
implicitly acknowledged the relationship between medicine and power, writing that
‘[a]way from their laboratories, physicists and chemists are but disarmed soldiers on a
battlefield’ (quoted in Vallery-Radot, 1906: 152). The military image of the battlefield
implies both that the laboratory is the arena of power for the modem scientist (a
central premise of Latour’s argument) and also that there are violent undertones to the

seemingly neutral practice of science.

Many of Pasteur’s contemporaries quickly realized that advances in medicine
(particularly Pasteurian bacteriology) would provide a valuable pretext for the West’s
argument that their occupation of non-Western countries was founded upon a

‘civilizing mission’. Rudyard Kipling indicates this viewpoint in the following lines:

Take up the White Man’s burden —

The savage wars of peace —
Fill full the mouth of Famine
And bid the sickness cease (1941: 136).

What impenalists failed to recognize, however, was that far from ‘bid[ding] the
sickness [to] cease’, their expansionist activities had a devastating impact both in
introducing new diseases such as syphilis to hitherto unaffected areas, and in
Increasing existing diseases such as malaria by causing environmental disturbances.

Roy Porter summarizes the imperial self-deception when he writes:

Bringing war, the flight of peoples, clearings, settlements, encampments, roads
and railways and other ecological disruptions, and the reduction of native
populations to wage-labour or to marginal lands, colonization spread disease.
[...] Colonial powers, however, would see disease in one light only: an evil, an
enemy, a challenge, it had to be conquered in the name of progress (1997: 465).

This portrayal of the imperialists’ simplistic interpretation of disease as ‘an evil, an
enemy, a challenge’ that must be overcome has resonance for the reader of The Circle

of Reason. In the novel, Balaram attempts to eradicate disease from his village by the
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application of scientific reason. However, his laudable Pasteurian aim of disinfecting
the village with carbolic acid'® becomes subsumed in his irrational hatred for his
employer. Carbolic acid becomes a weapon of self-interest in the violent power
struggle between the two men, just as tropical medicine — despite its importance as a
propaganda tool in the rhetoric of the ‘civilizing mission’ — was in practice designed

with the health of colonial administrators and soldiers 1n mind.

Medicine may be interpreted — in David Amold’s phrase (1993) — as part of
the ‘colonization of the body’. The body becomes a site for control and controversy in
the colonial context. How to deal with the native body in sickness, sexual activity,
work, or death became important questions for the imperial administration, as it ran up
against unfamiliar cultural practices. Even in the post-Independence setting of The
Circle of Reason, Western and ‘traditional’ Indian bodily rites come into conflict.
This is most obviously exemplified by the dilemma that arises over how to dispose of
Kulfi’s dead body at the end of the novel. Dr Mishra represents the Western ‘rational’
approach to death, arguing that the authorities should deal with the body, as he regards
it simply as ‘a bit of dead tissue’ (CR, 404). Mrs Verma, on the other hand, recognizes
the emotional and cultural significance of rituals surrounding death, and she resists
Mishra’s quasi-colonial attempt to reduce the dead woman’s body to mere biology. It
i1s also important to recognize, with Arnold (1993: 8), that medicine is only one
example of the colonization of the body: ‘[1]ts equivalents are to be found across a
whole range of interlocking colonial discourses, sites, and practices: from penology to
anthropology, from the army to the plantation and the factory’. Confines of space do

not allow for detailed discussion, but 1t 1s salutary to bear in mind that these other

manifestations of colonial appropriation of the native body are also present in the
novel. Jyoti Das’s mission to arrest Alu on the grounds of his alleged ‘extremism’

represents the draconian penal system instituted by colonial rule. The power of the

1

factory over the body of its workers is illustrated in a Dickensian passage,'' in which

' Carbolic acid is another medical development associated with Pasteur, as its effectiveness
as an antiseptic was the discovery of his follower, Joseph Lister.

"' In this passage, Ghosh employs an intriguing metaphor of the circus in describing the

factory, so that the factory floor becomes a ‘stage’ and a ‘great tent’, while machinery is
symbolized by demons performing a dance akin to the performers in a circus (although this
dancing demon also seems to allude to the Nataraj, or dancing Siva figure). Alu is
transfixed by the performance, and is finally described ‘on his feet, cheering and throwing
peanuts, until he has to be led outside, still noisily celebrating the tiny victories of the men
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‘the men minuscule, compressed, struggling under the weight of the giants’ are starkly
contrasted with ‘the machines new, awesome in their potency and their size’ (CR,
156). However, the novel’s interrogation of Western medicine provides the most

sustained critique of the colonization of the body.

One of the most significant moments in The Circle of Reason occurs when
Balaram becomes alienated from the mainstream science of figures such as Iréne
Joliot-Curie and turns instead to such practices as phrenology, physiognomy, and
nineteenth-century criminology, which are nowadays considered to be unscientific and
fallacious. Balaram is repelled by Curie’s canonical science when she inadvertently
humiliates him in public (CR, 16). He also becomes aware of the violence unleashed
by the practical application of some (Western) scientific discoveries when he 1is
reminded of the atomic bomb during Joliot-Curie’s lecture on the ‘importance of
nuclear physics, and the new chapter in the prosperity of mankind it had opened’ (CR,
18). Despite her emphasis on the humanitarian aspects of nuclear energy, all Balaram
can think about is the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima.'* Ironically, what irks him
most about this memory is the rejection of the headline he wrote to cover the atomic
bomb story by the newspaper he was working for at the time. This is significant
because it indicates that his interest in pseudoscience is precipitated by an irrational fit
of personal petulance. In anger, Balaram embraces phrenology, finding the science
attractive due to its practical ‘self-help’ qualities. The idea underlying phrenology,
that personality can be detected through the relative size of the mental organs in the
brain, is easy for an untrained mind to grasp, and phrenologists often boasted that
anyone could be taught their system in a day (Shapin, 1979: 146). The fact that no
special knowledge is needed in becoming a phrenologist appeals to Balaram, who

feels estranged from the detached, impersonal discourse of ‘high’ science. Indeed, he

who live with demons’ (CR, 156). This circus imagery probably alludes to Dickens’s use, 1n
his novel Hard Times (1854) of Sleary’s circus as a symbol that challenges the values of
industrialism and utilitarianism, represented in the novel by Gradgrind’s insistence on
‘Facts’.

'>" A further irony in her choice of subject matter is available to any reader who is acquainted
with Iréne Joliot-Curie’s life-story. As she claims in the speech recounted in The Circle of
Reason, she worked on radioactivity largely for ‘the prosperity of man’, her discoveries
proving of great benefit for medicine and industry. However, like her mother Marie before
her, Ir¢ne Joliot-Curie died because she had been inadequately protected from radiation.
This graphically illustrates the dangers of nuclear physics that she keep under wraps in the
enthusiastic speech portrayed in the novel.
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comes to be seen an expert on the subject simply by purchasing a copy of Practical
Phrenology and having a set of head-measuring calipers made. The discourse of
phrenology, unlike most psychiatric and medical discourses, may become anybody’s

property, in the Foucauldian sense mentioned earlier. These democratic features gave
phrenology its popularity and, although it is regarded as an obsolete science today, its
influence may be gauged by the surprising fact that Combe’s The Constitution of Man
generated more ‘intellectual and emotional heat’ in its day than did Darwin’s The

Origin of Spécies (Cooter, 1984: 10).

It is important to identify the conservative political ramifications of phrenology
and I shall attempt to do so shortly. But it is also necessary to recognize that in many
ways this ‘pseudoscience’ had radical implications. Phrenology’s hierarchization of
different functions of the brain promoted the notion that power should be shared by a
meritocracy and challenged the prevalent belief that the existing class-based power
structure was divinely ordained. Cooter (1984: 43 —47) demonstrates that many of the
pioneers of phrenology, such as Combe, Gall, Spurzheim, and their supporters, were
from less privileged social backgrounds than members of the established medical
profession. In The Circle of Reason, one of the consequences of Balaram’s adoption
of phrenology is that he is seen to be undermining the village’s caste system. After
examining their cranial structures, he decides to make his middle-class nephew Alu a
weaver, and elevates the weaver Shombhu Debnath to the status of teacher. While
Balaram accepts the notion that certain organs of the brain are more valuable than
others, he subverts the orthodox view that the ‘highest’ qualities are the most cerebral,
arguing instead that ‘[tJhe Mechanical was the highest of all. organs — the organ that
made a mere two-legged creature Man, the seat of Reason’ (CR, 55). He thus invests
weaving and mechanical labour in general with a dignity and value that are
conventionally overlooked, while accepting what seems today to be a conservative

hierarchization of the brain.

Phrenology possessed medical and scientific respectability in the first third of

the nineteenth century and is sometimes regarded as an early precursor of psychology,
but its reputation then suffered a decline and it began to be seen as a ‘pseudoscience’

in the second half of the century. It is therefore a revealing example of what Michel
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Foucault has termed ‘subjugated knowledge’. Foucault describes these ‘subjugated

knowledges’ as:

a whole set of knowledges that have been disqualified as inadequate to their task
or insufficiently elaborated: naive knowledges, located low down on the
hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity (1980: 82).

In line with Foucault’s argument, phrenology has been excluded from the mainstream
scientific academy and now tends to be perceived as a popular science not based on
empiricism. This interpretation of phrenology poses important questions about the
nature of scientific doctrine itself and what may be included in its purview. Roger
Cooter argues that phrenology’s liminal position between ‘the intellectual boundaries
that have come to be erected between science and pseudoscience, nature and culture,
science and society’ necessitates a reappraisal of these boundaries (1984: 8). In other
words, the most illuminating aspect of analysing phrenology’s history is not to
highlight the science’s evident flaws, but to investigate the ways in which certain
theories about the world, such as Louis Pasteur’s discovery of the germ, come to be
seen as representing ‘truth’, whereas others come to be discredited and assigned the

Foucauldian status of ‘subjugated knowledge’.

The discredited sciences of phrenology and craniometry in fact underwent
mutation and continued to assert an influence on other academic disciplines for many
years. In anthropology, for instance, scholars such as Franz Boas and Melville
Herskovits used head-measuring calipers in order to validate the importance of

environment on cranial capacity and to challenge social determinism."” Thus the

13 Boas ‘worked within the essentialist framework developed by [Paul] Broca, the father of
modern physical anthropology, who wrote in 1873 that a table he had constructed “shows
that West Africans have a cranial capacity about 100 c.c. less than the European races. To
this figure we may add the following: Caffirs, Nubians, Tasmanians, Hottentots,
Australians. These examples are sufficient to prove that if the volume of the cranium does
not play a decisive role in the ranking of races it nevertheless has a very real importance™
(Williams, 1996: 11).

However, Boas used the framework of physical anthropology to challenge this fixed
racial hierarchy. He used physical anthropology, particularly cranial measurements, to show
that racial characteristics were not static but affected by diet and environment. His research,
in books such as The Mind of Primitive Man (1911) and Changes in Bodily Form of
Descendants of Immigrants (1912), paved the way for a more direct challenge to static
concepts of race in Melville Herskovits’s study of 1928, in which he uses anthropometric
measurements of African Americans to stage an argument about racial mixing that counters
the accuracy of the charged term ‘race’ (1985: 81).
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boundaries between pseudoscientific practices and apparently legitimate academic
disciplines are not as rigid as might be expected. Breakthroughs in pseudoscience may

feed 1nto mainstream science, and vice versa.

It is perhaps disappointing that Ghosh does not expand his discussion of
phrenology in The Circle of Reason explicitly to question the authority of science as a
whole. In his later novel, The Calcutta Chromosome, he looks more generally at what
constitutes science, which is discussed in Chapter Four of this thesis. If phrenology’s
biologically deterministic and racist implications are not specifically explored in the
text, they are soon unearthed when one reads phrenological documents. An example
of phrenology’s racist propensities is evident in the following statement by Balaram’s

hero, George Combe, who was a major architect of the pseudoscience:

the aboriginal races, with few exceptions, have perished or constantly receded,
before the Anglo-Saxon race, and have in no instance either mingled with them
as equals, or adopted their manners and civilization (quoted in Gould, 1984: 51).

Curiously, Balaram, who is portrayed as a well-read science enthusiast and patriotic
Indian, is unaware of the racist arguments that Victorians induced from criminology
and phrenology. In the nineteenth century, to give another example, there was a craze
for phrenology in India, and no less a personage than Rammohun Roy sent a selection
of twelve ‘Hindoo crania’ for examination by the Phrenological Society of Edinburgh.
The Society’s findings, however, merely confirmed prevalent colonial assumptions,
revealing the Hindus’ ‘love of money [...] [and] secretiveness’ (Bates, 1995: 232;
footnote).'* In the novel, Bhudeb Roy is similarly judged by Balaram to have
pronounced acquisitive and secretive cranial protuberances, but, like the historical

example, his findings are in line with the animosity he bears Roy.

The founder of criminal anthropology, Cesare Lombroso (1835 — 1909), is
another of Balaram’s scientific gurus'® and yet he too is implicated in the imperial

project. In his conception of criminology, the white body 1s seen as the norm and

'* Rammohun Roy himself had his skull analysed after death, and it was demonstrated to be
larger than average size. This seems fortuitous, given his important work in promoting
phrenology in India (Bates, 1995: 232; footnote).

> See CR, 11, 22 for examples of Balaram’s enthusiasm for Lombroso’s concept of a

criminal physiognomy.
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anything else a deviation. He contends that certain criminal individuals are
evolutionary throwbacks, whose apish anatomical features indicate their primitivism.
This argument has racist implications, because criminals are portrayed as sharing

features with so-called ‘savages’, children, and women, which mark them out as being
lower on the evolutionary scale than the upper-class white male. In The White Man

and the Coloured Man (1871), Lombroso writes:

Only we White people [...] have reached the most perfect symmetry of bodily
form... Only we [have bestowed]... the human right to life, respect for old age,

women, and the weak... Only we have created true nationalism... [and] freedom
of thought (quoted in Pick, 1989: 126).

In another study that translates as The Female Delinquent. The Prostitute and the
Normal Woman (1893), he sets out to equate the physiognomy and physiology of the
prostitute with those of the Hottentot. Lombroso assumed that Hottentots —
perceived as displaying archetypally ‘black’ characteristics — stood on the lowest
rung of an evolutionary ladder, and he believed that prostitutes shared genital
abnormalities with Hottentots which marked them out as atavistic. Sander Gilman has
demonstrated that Lombroso’s views made manifest a polygenetic outlook on the
world (1986: 245 & 8). Polygeneticism posited the notion that unbridled female
sexuality was the mark of an inferior lifeform, and became a widely held viewpoint in
the nineteenth century. The nineteenth-century fascination with the female Hottentot’s
genitals and buttocks, seen as stigmata that allegedly marked her out as deficient,
culminated in the abhorrent treatment of Sarah Bartmann, known as the ‘Hottentot
Venus’, who was put on display during her life and dissected after death 1n order to

satisfy racist voyeurism.

Finally, one of the most sinister aspects of Lombroso’s criminology was that it
advocated pre-emptive punishment for those marked by criminal ‘stigmata’ (Gould,
1984: 136 — 38). The novel hints at the oppressive nature of this argument in
Balaram’s seemingly innocuous musing, ‘[w]asn’t that why Lombroso was so
celebrated — for demonstrating the hereditary nature of character? Wasn’t that why

the American laws of 1915 prescribing sterilization for confirmed criminals were
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enacted?’ (CR, 11).!° This kind of prejudicial treatment of people based on biological
make-up 1s 1ronically handled in The Circle of Reason when Balaram is consulted in

his capacity as amateur phrenologist and criminologist to give a verdict on the future
of Bhudeb Roy’s baby son. Balaram refers to the child as ‘[t]he exhibit’ (CR, 24),

exposing the inhumanity encouraged by too great a reliance on ‘scientific evidence’.
He gives a dire prognosis that the baby is a born criminal, declaring: ‘he reproduces
almost exactly the structure of the Typical Homicidal. With careful nurture you may
perhaps be able to hold him down to mere felony, but no further, I fear, no further.
Pray, Bhudeb-babu, [...] pray that you may not be his first victim’ (CR, 24). The
baby’s premature death a month later indicates what the specious logic of biological
determinism fails to take into account. Social circumstances, even such an
unpredictable event as an attack of pneumonia, have greater impact on a child than

genetics.

Phrenology and criminology cast mainstream science into doubt with their
handling of ‘race’. Scientists, often overly swayed by figures and experiments, fail to
notice that their choice of data and methodology may skew results. Thus they
sometimes 1nadvertently lend a mantle of scientific respectability to justification of the
existing social order. This is dramatized in the novel when Balaram is questioned by
Gopal for making his °‘scientific’ findings fit with his observation of people’s
behaviour, rather than first collecting data on subjects’ mental organs and then
formulating a theory out of the evidence. For example, Balaram notices Bhudeb Roy’s
‘organ of secretiveness’ only affer it has been discovered that he is spying on local
people and reporting to the police (CR, 20 — 21). In an indictment of scientific
methodology as a whole, Gopal thinks to himself, ‘the trouble with people like

Balaram was that theories came first and truth afterwards’ (CR, 13). In this context,

the following statement by Stephen Jay Gould is illuminating:

Science is rooted in creative interpretation. Numbers suggest, constrain,
and refute; they do not, by themselves, specify the content of scientific theories.
Theories are built upon the interpretation of numbers, and interpreters are often
trapped by their own rhetoric. They believe in their own objectivity, and fail to

' Anthropometry and Lombroso’s theories of criminality continued to be used by the Indian
police until finger-printing was introduced in 1897. Even after that, finger-printing
complemented but did not replace anthropometry, and it is sobering to consider that head-
measuring was still being used by departments of law in parts of India until the late 1930s

(Bates, 1995: 248).
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discern the prejudice that leads them to one interpretation among many
consistent with their numbers (1984: 74).

Gould goes on to demonstrate that the nineteenth-century scientists of craniometry and

phrenology made certain fundamental assumptions which biased their research
towards results that were reconcilable with their political beliefs. Aside from the
question of race, lying behind these sciences of the mind are certain suppositions, such
as the idea that there are different functions of the brain which can be identified,
compartmentalized, and ranked in importance. Science as a whole, even apparently
‘objective’, apolitical practices such as mathematics or microbiology, can only ask
questions from within certain frameworks; their quest for ‘truth’ is never unlimited.
However grounded in statistical data they may be, all sciences are, in some degree,

provisional; dependent on their society and time.

Another scientific endeavour that obsesses Balaram, and provides the reader
with further insight into the boundaries that have been erected to divide scientific from
non-scientific thought, is Jagadish Chandra Bose’s investigations into the sensitivity
of plants. Balaram sees himself as being closely linked with Bose. Both came from
the Bikrampur district in East Bengal (CR, 41), and Balaram follows his hero to
Presidency College, the first university in India to institute Western models of

7 When Balaram has to

education, and Bengal’s most prestigious seat of learning.
choose an alternative birthday because astrologers claim his real date of birth is

inauspicious, he aligns himself with his scientific mentor. He limits his choice to

any one of several dozen days in May and June [1914] when Jagadish Chandra
Bose, in a laboratory in south London, demonstrated to stunned audiences of
scientists and poets and politicians, all half-deafened by the ringing of sabres in
Europe, that even a vegetable so unfeeling as a carrot can suffer agonies of fear

and pain (CR, 39).

The reference to ‘the ringing of sabres in Europe’ clearly alludes to the First World
War, suggesting one reason why Bose’s science initially proved so popular with the

‘scientists and poets and politicians’ in London. Many European intellectuals felt that

""" Presidency College was initially named Hindu College. It was set up in response to
demands made by members of the Calcutta elite, most notably Rammohun Roy, for a
university to teach Indian students Western disciplines such as science.
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the First World War had exposed the dangers latent in scientific discourse.'”® Such
figures as Einstein, Aldous Huxley, and Bernard Shaw embraced Bose’s science,
viewing it as a compassionate alternative to the inhumane science of the West., Yet in

the passage considerable irony is directed at Bose’s demonstration of the sensitivity of

a carrot at a time when millions of people were being slaughtered.

Bose presented his findings at a volatile moment in history, not just because of
the global conflict, but because this was a time when many Indians were beginning to
reject colonial domination. Preceding the quoted passage is a list of many other dates
Balaram could have chosen for his birthday, which include Bengali acts of terrorism
against the British and the passing of racist immigration laws in America and Canada.
In this context, his decision to choose for his birthdate the day when Bose had
impressed Western audiences with a new, Indian model of science, constitutes a
recognition that imperialism can be challenged as much by the formulation of new
epistemologies as by violence. Indeed, Ashis Nandy’s study Alternative Sciences
illustrates that to many, Bose’s appeal lay in his being a ‘symbol of Indian science and
a pioneer who had Indianized modemn science to make it compatible with the culture

of an ancient society’ (1995: xi1).

Bose may also have proved an attractive figure to Balaram because he
questioned conventional divisions within science. He contravened the demarcations
between scientific disciplines, making a name for himself in botany, physics, and
physiology, and forging important new advances in wireless telegraphy. He also
interrogated the conceptual boundaries that divide animals from plants and animate

from inanimate. This may be read as a radical rejection of a basic premise of
colonialist scientific discourse, which increasingly sought to elevate humans ‘to a
position clearly distinct from and above the rest of nature’ (Adas, 1989: 210). Bose’s

research enchants the nationalist in Balaram because of its bold attempt to apply

'® Adas argues that the First World War was a radical turning point which made Western
philosophers reassess their basic precepts:

The mechanized slaughter on the Western Front corrupted or undermined the credibility of
most of the ideals and assumptions on which the Europeans had based their sense of
superiority to all other peoples and from which they had fashioned that ideological testament
to their unprecedented hubris, the civilizing mission. Years of suicidal devastation forced
European intellectuals to question the very foundations upon which their thought and value
systems had been built: the conviction that they were the most rational of all beings, in
control of themselves, of other peoples, and of all creation (1989: 372).
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rational, scientific principles in articulating the Hindu belief in the sacredness of all
life forms. Bose admits that his interest in plant sensitivity is determined by a

distinctly Hindu concern to find interconnectedness within nature:

India through her habit of mind is peculiarly fitted to realize the idea of unity,
and to see in the phenomenal world an orderly universe. It was this trend of
thought that led me unconsciously to the dividing frontiers of the different
sciences and shaped the course of my work in its constant alternations between
the theoretical and the practical, from the investigation of the organic world to

that of organized life and its multifarious activities of growth, of movement, and
even of sensation (quoted in Nandy, 1995: 60).

Here Bose speaks as ‘a poet among biologists’ (Amold, 2000: 168), acknowledging

that his research took as its starting point a belief in unitarian Hindu philosophy.

Bose’s attempt to create a uniquely Indian science proved ephemeral and
unsuccessful. We have seen that his experiments initially met with high acclaim in the
West, due to European intellectuals’ desire to find a science that opposed the
mechanized slaughter of the First World War. Yet once those political concerns
diminished, his research was swiftly relegated to the status of ‘pseudoscience’. The
capricious reception of his work in the West raises the question as to whether it would
have been productive, even if it had been possible, to create a science rooted in the
Hindu philosophies of the non-dualism of things and the sacredness of life. Perhaps
attempts to prove the validity of Indian philosophy from within the framework of
Western scientific practices could never have achieved anything significant. The
futility of such an endeavour is satirized in the novel when the Rationalists’ Society
tries to reconfigure the whole history of science from an Indian perspective. Balaram
points out the absurdity of their mission when he asks, ‘[w]hat good will it do anyone
if the masses start saying Hail, Cosmic Boson instead of He Bhagoban? Will 1t cure
them of disease? Will it fill their stomachs? Will it get the British out of here?’ (CR,
48). The pointed question suggests that it 1s more important to challenge the authority
of science as a whole, than to try to rewrite it from a Hindu perspective. Bose did not
recognize the need to challenge the epistemologically monopolist nature of Western
scientific discourse and his research thus depended on approval from the Western
academy. Ashis Nandy contests that Bose’s failure lay in an unwillingness to accept
the notion of a plurality of sciences (1995: viii). Like Balaram, Bose had faith in the

notion that ‘[s]cience doesn’t belong to countries. Reason doesn’t belong to any
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nation. They belong to history — to the world’ (CR, 54). Howeyver, the reality for
Bose was that scientific discourse confined him within the culturally specific frame of
Western science, and it was his stubbormn insistence on trying to prove his

philosophical viewpoint from within this discourse that led to his intellectual defeat.

Despite the importance of social factors in determining Bose’s foreign
reputation, it would be naive to suggest that these were the only forces in play, because
other Indian scientists have evidently managed to sustain international applause for
longer than Jagadish Chandra. For example, the physicist C.V. Raman, another
scientist whom Balaram greatly admires (CR, 41 - 43), was awarded the Nobel Prize
in 1930 for his discovery of a spectral effect. The conferring of this prize on Raman
(the first time it had gone to an Asian), and the fact that the ‘Raman effect’ continues
to be studied in physics departments all over the globe, proves that Indians are
perfectly capable of making important discoveries in the realm of ‘pure science’, as

long as they do not stray from the scientific paradigms established 1n the West."”

Another scientist mentioned in the novel is Meghnad Saha, an astrophysicist
who, like Raman, worked in the mainstream of science and ‘whose formulation of the
likeness between a star and an atom had laid the foundation of a whole branch of
astrophysics’ (CR, 41). With Raman and Bose, he was another member of the
‘extraordinary group of scientists [...] reared by Presidency College’ (Prakash, 1999:
191 — 92). However, his way of being an Indian scientist could hardly be more
different from Bose’s. He was a great exponent of heavy industry and fiercely
disapproved of Gandhi’s endorsement of cottage industry, writing: ‘I believe and have
proved that this insistence on primitive technology shows a very retrograde and
antiscientific mentality, and persons who are wedded to this mentality would bring
disaster to the country when they are in power’ (quoted in Baber, 1998: 233). He
worked on a number of occasions with another renowned Indian technophile,
Jawaharlal Nehru,”® in order to plead the case for industrialization to the Congress

Party (Prakash, 1999: 194 - 97). Saha acknowledged that industrialism had brought

' Indeed, Raman deemed Jagadish Chandra Bose’s investigations into responses of the

‘living’ and ‘non-living’ to be ‘mumbo-jumbo’ (Dutta and Robinson, 19935: 129).

% Nehru himself was quoted as arguing that ‘the future belongs to science and to those who
make friends with science and seek its help for the advance of humanity’ (in Baber, 1998:

232).
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inequality and exploitation to many sections of Indian society, but argued that without
the application of science and technology India would stagnate. In later life he became
involved in India’s nuclear programme (Daintith et al, 1999: 471), and all of this

indicates his implacable opposition to Bose’s search for a uniquely Hindu science. By
making references to scientists such as Raman and Saha, Ghosh encourages the reader

to realize that just as the West has mainstream and popular brands of science, so too in

India there were scientists who conformed to the dominant Western tradition and those

who challenged 1t.

REPRESENTING THE ‘O11. ENCOUNTER’ IN FICTION

In this section, I analyse Ghosh’s handling of generic form in the later sections
of the novel, ‘Rajas’ and ‘Tamas’. ‘Rajas’ is set in al-Ghazira, a country which,
despite its fictionality, shares many of its features with existing states in the Persian
Gulf. Like Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, al-Ghazira is reliant on Western technical
knowledge for its economic survival, and channels much of its wealth into short-term
conspicuous consumption. I argue that just as in the colonial era science was an
integral component of the ‘civilizing mission’, so too applied science and technology
now play a crucial part in neo-colonial subjugation. I also suggest that in these two
sections of the novel, Ghosh experiments with the genres of the picaresque, social
realism, the fantastic, and the detective novel in his attempt to represent the Middle

East 1n fiction.

In Ghosh’s 1992 essay ‘Petrofiction’, which I take to be a central statement of
his literary goals in writing about o1l and the late twentieth-century phenomenon of

globalization, he writes:

As one of the few people who have tried to write about the floating world
of o1l, I can bear witness to its slipperiness, to the ways in which it tends to trip
fiction into incoherence. In the end, perhaps, it is the craft of writing itself — or
rather writing as we know it today — that is responsible for the muteness of the
Oil Encounter. The experiences that oil has generated run counter to many of
the historical imperatives that have shaped writing over the last couple of
centuries and given it its distinctive forms (1992b: 30).
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The first sentence of this quotation hints at dissatisfaction with his portrayal of the oil

economy in The Circle of Reason, and indeed there is a certain amount of
‘incoherence’ in the later sections of the novel. As we shall see, In an Antique Land,

which came out the same year as ‘Petrofiction’, is a fuller and more successful account
of the ‘floating world of oil’. In the second part of the passage cited above, Ghosh
contends that in order to address the unique situation of the contemporary oil
economy, literature will have to be drastically altered in its form. He goes on to argue
that the Gulf states, with their mixed populations of American oil-men, Arab residents,
and Asian migrant workers, constitute ‘a world that is intrinsically displaced,
heterogeneous, and intemational’ (1992b: 30). The novel, which he suggests has
traditionally been a genre that is monolingual and with a fixed sense of place, 1s ill-
equipped to deal with the microcosmic world of oil. The crucial issue Ghosh is raising

in this essay is the question of how a writer can create a new kind of novel, the

structure and form of which will reflect a globalized world.

In the essay Ghosh also suggests that the consequences of the discovery of o1l in
the Gulf are as far-reaching as the development of the spice trade centuries ago. This
comparison initially seems incongruous, and his statement ‘oil is clearly the only
commodity that can serve as an analogy for pepper’ (1992b: 29) wittily juxtaposes and
challenges our notions of beauty and ugliness, particularly in the implied aromatic
contrast between the two products. Yet despite this superficial polarity, the oil and
spice trades have in common their economic importance, the inequality of the benefits
they bring, and the international power struggle over their control. The comparison is
exploited with sophistication in In an Antique Land, in which medieval spice traders
are depicted alongside present-day oil migrants. Yet, whereas the spice trade inspired
great literature (he mentions such writers Duarte Barbosa and Gaspa Correia [1992b:
29]), Ghosh can think of few contemporary writers who have found the ‘QOil
Encounter’ worthy of attention. A handful of Arabic-language writers have addressed
this difficult subject, and Ghosh devotes a sizeable section of the essay to a review of

the attempts of Abdelrahman Munif to meet the literary challenges posed by oil.

However, Ghosh criticizes the American literary scene for failing to
acknowledge the pivotal role of oil in their country’s current global dominance. Given

that a central trope in American literature is the creation of a settlement out of
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wilderness, and that many American workers view themselves as effecting just such a
transformation in the Middle East, it is surprising that no American writer has tackled
the Oi1l Encounter. Ghosh argues that the ‘Great American Qil Novel’ has yet to be

written (1992b: 30), but that its creation would be reveal much about Americans’ self-
perception and their position in the world. Ghosh rejects the American novel’s alleged
insularity, asserting that, in contrast with the country’s increasingly wide-ranging
foreign policy, ‘its fictional gaze has turned inward, becoming ever more
Introspective, ever more concentrated upon its own self-definition’ (1992b: 30). Most
American novelists, he suggests, seem unable to resist the urge to portray a
geographically bounded place, to describe characters as located in a village, a town, or
a city. Yet it 1s not just the U.S. that Ghosh criticizes for its inattention to the Oil
Encounter. He makes the point that for Indians, like Americans, the oil economy is
something that ‘no one [...] who has any thought either for his conscience or his self-
preservation can afford to ignore’ (1992b: 30). As we shall see, India, Bangladesh,
Pakistan, and many other Asian countries send vast numbers of migrant workers over
to the Gulf. Despite this fact, Ghosh observes that Bengali, a language that has a well-
developed travelogue genre, fails almost entirely to interrogate the experiences of
India’s many Gulf expatriates. Ghosh tries to fill this lacuna in The Circle of Reason

and I shall examine the extent of his success in this section of the chapter.

The first section of The Circle of Reason 1is, like the American novels Ghosh
criticizes, located within a delimited and familiar place, and Balaram’s experiences in
Calcutta and the small Bengali border town of Lalpukur are juxtaposed. However, the
discussion about rural and metropolitan India is unexpectedly curtailed when most of
the main characters, including Balaram, are murdered. The novel changes course as
Alu goes into exile first in Kerala and then in the imaginary Middle Eastern oil state of
al-Ghazira. From the moment that Alu goes on the run, Ghosh introduces a new
formal framework of the picaresque. This genre is peculiarly appropriate for the

presentation of the Oil Encounter and globalization.

Harry Sieber, in an authoritative monograph on the picaresque, quotes Fonger de
Haan’s succinct definition of the genre as ‘the autobiography of a picaro, a rogue, and
in that form a satire upon the conditions and persons of the time that gives it birth’

(1977: 1). Although The Circle of Reason is not written in the first person, and
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although its perspective oscillates between Alu and other important characters, the

novel nonetheless borrows certain picaresque features. Sieber lists the following
typical characteristics of the picaresque: ‘poverty, delinquency, “upward mobility”

(self-improvement of the picaro), travel as an escape from despair, social satire of a
system unresponsive to the needs and desires of a growing active community of “have-

nots”” (1977: 9). All of these elements are apparent in Ghosh’s narrative, with the
exception of ‘upward mobility’. Alu differs from the typical picaresque anti-hero in
that he is downwardly mobile, his status deteriorating from that of a relatively
privileged schoolmaster’s nephew to an exiled criminal. This caveat aside, other
features encourage the reader to view the novel, like its picaresque forebears, as a
critique of societies that neglect their ‘have-nots’. Poverty and petty delinquency are
certainly widespread in The Circle of Reason. The novel focuses on the misery and
displacement caused by the Bangladesh war, and on the lack of job security or legal
rights faced by migrant workers in the Gulf states. Although we are never encouraged
to view Alu as a rogue, he is technically a felon, illegal immigrant, and rabble-rouser.
For most of the novel he is trying to evade the policeman, Jyoti Das, who suspects him

of belonging to an ‘extremist’ movement responsible for the destruction of his village.

Alu evinces other traits of the picaresque anti-hero outlined in Sieber’s book,
such as the fact that he is an orphan and outsider, adopted by his uncle, but never quite
‘belonging’ anywhere. Travel is an important feature of the picaresque, which
becomes more evident as the novel progresses. Alu and his companions’ restless
movement accelerates as Jyoti Das gains ground on them, and Zindi’s repeated
exhortation to ‘Go west!’ becomes increasingly desperate (CR, 363 — 67). Two other
common set-pieces of the genre are identified by Sieber as the picaro’s encounter with
a ‘thieves’ society’ (1977: 26), and his acting as an imposter to gain acceptance with a
powerful benefactor. Such episodes are loosely incorporated in The Circle of Reason.
For instance, Zindi’s house in al-Ghazira — while hardly a ‘thieves’ society’ — is
nonetheless depicted as sheltering a fairly desperate group of migrants, who go to
great lengths to survive the hostile environment of the oil economy. Furthermore, in
the novel’s final section Alu, Kulfi, and Zindi masquerade as a respectable family, in
order to gain the support of a benefactor, Mrs Verma. With regard to form, Sieber

argues that the picaresque tends towards a digressive, open-ended structure (1977: 10).

This 1s a noticeable feature of The Circle of Reason, as is humour, also listed as an
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important feature. It thus seems likely that, while it does not conform to every

picaresque convention, the novel is certainly alluding to this centuries-old genre.

The question remains as to why Ghosh integrates elements of the picaresque
within his novel. Sieber’s work is again illuminating; he shows that different
emphases were placed on the genre in its various European contexts, and the
picaresque was ‘made to conform to the peculiar satiric, social, and historical contexts
of each country’ (1977: 59). This suggests the utility of the form to Ghosh’s project.
The picaresque form has frequently been adapted to new locations, and Ghosh may be
interpreted as reconfiguring the picaro to suit the modern world of globalization and
international migration. In this context, it is worth considering Sieber’s claim that the
convention of the picaro’s journey has always lent itself to the myth of migration, and
to visions of a New World utopia in which the upwardly mobile picaro can find riches

and respectability. He writes:

In the seventeenth century the New World symbolized an escape from the
hierarchical society of Spain. Seville was populated with indianos, Spaniards
who had returned home after making their fortunes in America. [...] In the
eighteenth century the English colonies fulfilled the same function. Moll
Flanders reveals how even a transported criminal can ‘earn’ his freedom from
poverty through careful investment. In the nineteenth century popular myth
defined the United States as a Promised Land with unparalleled opportunities for
getting ahead (1977: 65).

In The Circle of Reason Ghosh shows that, for residents of third-world countries in the
late twentieth century, the utopian myth of a New World of wealth and opportunity has
been transposed onto the oil-rich states of the Middle East. The novel illustrates that,
while there is some truth in Indian rumours of great material success to be had in the

Gulf (see CR, 158 — 59), the reality for migrants tends to be very different.

In a harrowing passage, migrant workers who have been shipped to al-Ghazira

are described as follows:

those ghosts behind the fence were not men, they were tools — helpless, picked
for their poverty. In those days when al-Ghazira was still a real country they
were brought here to slip between its men and their work, like the first whiffs of
an opium dream; they were brought as weapons, to divide the Ghaziris from
themselves and the world of sanity; to turn them into buffoons for the world to

laugh at (CR, 261).
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This description of the workers as ‘ghosts’, ‘tools’, ‘weapons’, and ‘buffoons’
contrasts with the hope represented by the ‘New World’ in European picaresque
narratives. In the English and Spanish narratives discussed by Sieber, the picaro, no

matter how poor and dissolute, is still a member of a colonizing nation, and if he gets
the chance to migrate to a colony, he will be in a position of authority. The faceless
migrants Ghosh describes, on the other hand, come from previously colonized
countries and therefore have no such privileged relationship with their ‘New World’.
In fact, although Ghosh does not make it explicit in the passage quoted above, their
experience of migration is evidently tainted by neo-colonialism. Ghosh’s use of the
passive tense (“‘were brought’) only hints at the multinational corporations that are
responsible for their exploitation. In the light of this discussion of migration Ghosh
may be seen to be rewriting and updating the picaresque genre from a postcolonial
standpoint. Just as the picaro’s dubious lineage and criminal activites define him as
an outsider, so today’s third-world migrants in the Gulf states are marginalized and
excluded from the political process. Ghosh makes the picaresque’s original aims
relevant for contemporary society, giving a voice to obscure economic refugees and

satirizing the society that oppresses them.

I now want to examine 1n more detail the Middle Eastern society that Ghosh
satirizes. In addition to the picaresque and the fantastic, there are also elements of
social realism in Ghosh’s portrayal of al-Ghazira, as the experiences of his immigrant -
characters accord with research into labour conditions in the Gulf. Since the discovery
there of rich oil reserves in the early twentieth century, the Gulf has become a region
characterized by dislocation and population flows. The whole of the Middle East has
been affected by the post-Second World War oil boom. Even the economies of the so-
called oi1l-poor countries, such as Egypt, Jordan, and Yemen, are heavily reliant on
remittances sent by migrant workers in the oil-rich countries to their families back
home. Attracted by the easy availability of work and high wages on offer, large
numbers of Arab migrants flock to the Gulf states each year. From the mid-1970s to
mid-1980s, workers from poor Asian countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, India,
and the Philippines were also encouraged to come over, as they were seen as being
‘cheaper and more pliable’ than indigenous or other Arab labourers (Findlay, 1994:
107). Yet expectations of the good life were frequently dashed by the exploitation,

poor conditions and xenophobic abuse that are common features of migrant existence.
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While the oil-rich countries are eager to benefit from the inexpensive and often highly

skilled labour of these workers, little effort is made to integrate them into the society.
Immigrants tend to be spatially segregated from the indigenous populations and

assigned barren land, such as former desert sites, in which to live or work (Findlay,
1994: 115). Since the mid-1980s’ slowdown in intemational oil consumption,
workers from both Asia and the oil-poor countries have been forced to accept lower
wages and, 1n some cases, job cuts. The decrease in demand has not stemmed the 1n-
flow of labourers, but immigrants are increasingly forced to work illegally, with the

maltreatment and insecurity that this entails.

O1l-endowed states such as Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, have
benefited from the mineral in obvious and frequently ostentatious ways. Despite their
vast wealth, however, these countries’ economies are more vulnerable than might be
supposed. Their small and/or unskilled populations mean that they are dependent on
foreign workers to man the industrial infrastructure. In the case of Kuwait, this has led
to the country becoming the world’s first ‘rentier state’. Its indigenous population 1s
outnumbered by foreigners, who comprise an astonishing 75% of the work force
(Farah et al, 1983: 42), and its economy depends for its survival on overseas
investment (Findlay, 1994: 97 — 98). The last example suggests that the oil-rich states
are financially precarious another way, due to their reliance on foreign investment
opportunities, technology, and markets. As Y.A. Sayigh (1983) has shown,
inhabitants of the newly wealthy states are more than usually enthralled by electrical
and consumer goods. These are imported from the West and Japan in such quantities
that the countries plough most their wealth back into the world economy, rather than
achieving regional or pan-Arab sustainability, Furthermore, many of the oil-rich
countries have tried to jump-start their industrial capabilities by importing modern
machines and technological know-how. In the long term this has meant that behind
the fagade of wealth in the oil-rich countries is a worrying lack of indigenous skills,

entreprenialism, and industrial infrastructure.

Many of these issues are dramatized in The Circle of Reason, with the oil
economy appearing as an asymmetrical and frequently oppressive system. The first
glimpses we are given of this system are from onboard the boat Mariamma, which

transports Alu and a small group of (mostly illegal) immigrants to al-Ghazira. En
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route we are shown the lengths to which these Indians will go to avail themselves of
the alleged employment opportunities, consumer goods, freedom and rights of this
promised land. Mariamma’s engine is defective and the immigrants spend several

days stranded on the ocean, wondering if they will ever reach the Gulf. Yet the
narrative suggests that they are fortunate in travelling onboard an expensive and
comparatively safe boat. Some boats are so overcrowded with people desperate to
emigrate that they capsize or sink, while others are apprehended by the harbour police
(CR, 169). A disturbing description is given of Karthamma, a heavily pregnant
Keralan woman who is convinced that if she can get to al-Ghazira her child will have
‘houses and cars and multi-storeyed buildings [...]. Sign a few forms and the child
will be a Ghaziri’ (CR, 177). When her labour starts, she resists it with all the strength
of her will, between screams demanding the papers that she believes will convey

citizenship and rights on her baby.

Yet Karthamma’s confidence 1n the inexhaustible prosperity and opportunities
of al-Ghazira 1s shown to be unfounded. On arrival, she and the other newcomers find
accommodation with the larger-than-life Egyptian madam, Zindi at-Tiffaha. Zindi’s
house provides refuge for a group of migrants from Egypt, the Indian subcontinent,
and North Africa, on the condition that they find work and contribute towards the
house’s upkeep. As Zindi points out, work 1n al-Ghazira is far scarcer than the Gulf’s
reputation suggests: ‘[t]here are hundreds, thousands of chhokren [boys] [...] begging;
begging for jobs’ (CR, 180). Many of those in the house who manage to find work
suffer termnible misfortune. Kulft works as a cook in a rich Ghazira house, which is an

easy and lucrative job, until she is sacked because of a misunderstanding due to her

poor understanding of Arabic. Professor Samuel does an accounting job in a Western-
style supermarket, for which he is paid under the odds because he doesn’t possess a
work permit. He loses his position when he inadvertently startles a Ghazin woman
who, perhaps influenced by racist stereotypes of Indians, assumes that he means to
molest her. Abusa the Frown is reported to the police for working illegally and is
never heard from again. Worst of all, we hear of several other immigrants being killed
on construction sites by faulty equipment or materials. The ‘litany of calamities’ (CR,
201) portrayed in the novel may be seen, in the light of Peter N. Woodward’s research

Into migrant labour in Saudi Arabia (1988), to be an accurate reflection of migrant

experience. Woodward demonstrates that undocumented workers in the oil-rich states
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submit to unhealthy or even dangerous working conditions, long working hours, few

employment rights, and hostility from the local population.

Indigenous suspicion and fear of the immigrant community means that the latter
tends to be sequestered in separate living areas. In The Circle of Reason, the places
where locals and foreigners live, work, eat, and shop are clearly demarcated. Most
immigrants live on a narrow inlet known as ‘Ras al-Magqtu®, the Severed Head’ (CR,
196). The suggestion of violence in the name is borne out, as we have seen, by the
suffering that many of its inhabitants experience in their workplaces. In addition,
connotations of severance reflect the Ras’s isolation from more affluent districts in al-
Ghazira. The Ras is essentially a shanty-town, characterized by ‘roofs of corrugated
iron and halved oil-drums, with [...] crazily angled wooden platforms and tracery of
pumpkin vines’ (CR, 196). It is populated by people ‘from all the corners of the
world’ (CR, 226): we see Baluchis and Bangladeshis, Egyptians and Moroccans living
here, using their wits to survive. The heterogeneous and multicultural atmosphere of

the Gulf, precipitated by a global capitalism, 1s evoked by this description of a bazaar

near the Ras:

On one side of the road, jostling for space, were tiled Iranian chelo-kebab
shops, Malayali dosa stalls, long, narrow Lebanese restaurants, fruit-juice stalls
run by Egyptians from the Sa’id, Yemeni cafés with aprons of brass-studded
tables spread out on the pavement, vendors frying ta’ameyya on push-carts — as
though half the world’s haunts had been painted in miniature along the side of a
single street (CR, 344).

The bustling microcosm described in this passage contrasts sharply with the sterile
‘concrete-and-glass cliff of hotels and offices’ that lines the Ghazin district on the

other side of the 1nlet.

As this example suggests, the Ras is socially as well as spatially segregated from
the bourgeois Ghazir areas. It is seen as a threatening ghetto: taxi- and bus-drivers
refuse to go there at night (CR, 306) and an Indian waiter is insulted at the suggestion
that he would live in what he darkly refers to as ‘that place’ (CR, 322). Despite the
Ras’s dangerous reputation, many of its occupants see it as a sheltering domicile (CR,
2260) and the community that lives there is shown to be lively and supportive.
Immigrants spend much time there drinking coffee and smoking narjilas, exchanging

gossip and stories of local interest. At times of trouble the residents forget their
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frequent squabbles, and band together to defend their community against outsiders.
For commerce, the Ras is serviced by its Souq, a dark, labyrinthine marketplace that,
in its raucous, jostling intimacy, is so different from more modern shopping areas in

al-Ghazira that 1t appears to be ‘almost another country’ (CR, 194).

The lifestyles of most Ghaziris differ dramatically from the perilous existence of
the migrants. Ghazins live in modern, sanitary districts, wear fashionable Western
clothes (CR, 209), and often have decadent hobbies such as helicopter- or acroplane-
flying (CR, 346). They do their grocery shopping in sterile, brightly-lit supermarkets.
These supermarkets, such as the one in which Professor Samuel works, are full of
imported products: ‘freshly frozen Australian lamb and Danish mutton, French
cauliflowers and Egyptian cabbages’ (CR, 208). This illustrates al-Ghazira’s
confluence with, and reliance on, the forces of globalization. For consumer goods
Ghazinis go to -the Star, a new shopping mall that reveals a great deal about the

concomitant hubris and vulnerability of the oil-exporting states.

The Star is al-Ghazira’s tallest and most opulent building, so-called because of
its ‘five pointed arms’ (CR, 263). The abrupt disintegration of the mall signals the
Ghazins’ precarious economic dependence on foreign consumer and technological
goods. The Star collapses before it has even been opened, creating a mountain of
rubble, strewn with televisions, radios, washbasins, and refrigerators. Alu, who has
been working on a construction site there, is trapped beneath its wreckage for days.
His narrow escape from being flattened by the weight of imported technological goods
makes literal the crushing effect that consumerism has had on the Gulf states’
economies. As Y.A. Sayigh points out, the oil-rich nations have some of the highest
levels of import per capita in the world, and 93% of the goods imported come from
outside the Arab world. This, he argues, represents a serious ‘leakage’ of Arab wealth
into the world economy (1983: 36 — 37). If one scrutinizes the ‘Rajas’ section it
becomes evident that the money generated by oil is only a short-term solution. Al-
Ghazira’s reliance on foreign technologies and skills means that many construction
projects are too expensive to be completed and that the Ghaziris have become a
minority in their own country. This is evident in a description of ‘the entrails of

unfinished buildings festooned across the skyline, and the flow of people with their
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inexplicable nationalities’ (CR, 321). The Star may thus be usefully interpreted a
symbol of the subjugation of the Gulf states to the forces of global capital.

In addition, the Star was created against a historical background of exploitation
and neo-colonialism. In the chapter ‘From an Egg-Seller’s Mind’, Hajj Fahmy tells
the story of the mall’s conception. He goes back in time to describe al-Ghazira in the
days before the multinational companies arrived on their quest to find oil. At that time
al-Ghazira was far from rich, but the country was ruled by its own leader, the Malik,
and still had a certain amount of autonomy. After oil is discovered there, the British
send a resident to al-Ghazira to persuade the Malik to sign a treaty giving them
exclusive digging rights. The Malik angrily rejects their advances, drawing on
‘histories of the great Baghdadi and Cairene dynasties’ (CR, 249) to formulate an
inchoate plan of Arab resistance. Rather than bombing the Ghaziris into submission,
the so-called ‘Oilmen’ (whose nationality is indeterminate) choose more indirect
methods of persuasion. They spread rumours about the Malik’s madness,
undermining public confidence in him, and cultivate his half-brother, the Amin, as an
alternative leader. They bring in acquiescent Asian labourers to show the Ghazins that
strikes and union agitation cut no ice with them. In a masterly piece of propaganda,
they also introduce ‘specially grown date palms; unique palms which could thrive on
any soi1l’ mto al-Ghazira. These palms are allowed to bloom in a patch of barren
ground 1n order to impress on its inhabitants ‘the things the world could do for the
forgotten land of al-Ghazira’ (CR, 257). However, the novel shows that this
humanitarian rhetoric is merely intended as a smokescreen to hide the Oilmen’s real

intentions to appropriate the land for oil development. Once again, a seemingly

benign application of scientific and technological knowledge in practice merely serves

to mask colonial ambitions.*!

?! This strand of plot draws on historical events. The Enlightenment scholars William Jones,
Joseph Banks, and Robert Kyd were involved in the creation of a botanical garden for
Calcutta (Cannon, 1990: 332). Although such botanical gardens were depicted by the
colonial administrators as part of their humanitarian endeavour, and although plants such as
sago and date palms were supposed to be transplanted to India to combat famine, the
rhetoric masks the commercial designs behind their creation. The proposed famine-relief
sago palms were ultimately never introduced to the botanical gardens, which were used
instead for the cultivation of commercially important plants, such as tea, cinchona, and
spices (Baber, 1998: 168 - 70).
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The date palms become a battleground on which the struggle for control of al-
Ghazira 1s played out. Despite the rebels’ initial success in burning down the palms,
the Oilmen prevail, and the Ghaziris find themselves in a state of submerged

colonialism: ‘the whole country was [an] Oiltown now’ (CR, 263). Strikes, trade
unions, and demonstrations are banned, and protestors are harshly put down by ‘the
newest and best guns and helicopters and computers money can buy’ (CR, 261). The

Oilmen’s strong-arm tactics are not employed with any degree of emotion:

This was no feud: no tyrants died; there was no fratricide, no regicide, no love,
no hate. It was just practice for the princes of the future and their computers —

an exercise 1 good husbandry (CR, 262).

Here, the Oilmen’s activities are described in pointedly neutral language as ‘practice’,
which suggests both that violence is standard procedure to the Oilmen, and also that
they could wreak much greater damage if they put their minds to it. The repeated
reference to computers indicates that new technologies are used as ‘tools of empire’ to
disempower nations that do not have access to relevant equipment or expertise.
Finally, the ironic use of the word ‘husbandry’ foreshadows a similarly double-edged
usage of the term in In an Antique Land, which I discuss on pp. 145 — 46 of this thesis.
The Oilmen decide to build the Star on the plot of land where the date palms once

stood, ‘in celebration of the starry future’ (CR, 263). In the light of Hajj Fahmy’s
narration, these words seem ominous, suggesting a future in which the Ghaziris will
be entirely ruled by multinational companies and giant producers. Fahmy provides a
list of all the people who would have been dispossessed or financially ruined had the
Star opened and concludes, in language that is reminiscent of Shakespeare: ‘[n]o one
wanted the Star. That was why the Star fell: a house which nobody wants cannot
stand’ (CR, 264). The falling Star therefore partly symbolizes the potential collapse of

neo-colonialism.

Colomalism i1s rarely mentioned by name in the novel, and it is remarkable how
rarely the British, who rule over the India of Balaram’s youth, or the Americans and
multinationals, who have behind-the-scenes control in the novel’s 1970s oil economy
setting, are explicitly referred to in The Circle of Reason. And yet colonialism and
neo-colonialism are central concens of the novel, featuring as an absence that is
usually represented by technologically advanced gadgets and consumer goods. One of

the few instances in the novel where the word ‘colonize’ is used comes in a
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description of Balaram’s wife, Toru-debi, whose heart is said to be ‘securely
colonized’ by her Singer sewing machines (CR, 6). In the light of this usage, we may
feel that most of the main characters in the ‘Satwa’ section of the novel are

‘colonized’ by different technological applications. Balaram’s bondage to carbolic
acid has already been noted, and Alu is linked to the weaver’s loom, whereas for the
older boy, Rakhal, bombs and other makeshift weapons are an obsession. However,
the most evident connection between technology, consumerism, and (neo-)colonialism

is demonstrated in the later parts of the novel.

Here, consumerism is portrayed as being a more durable and sinister way of
controlling nations than outright imperial aggression. Both Ghaziris and migrants are
preoccupied with acquiring material possessions from foreign countries. Japanese
products such as cassette recorders (CR, 335), watches (CR, 158), and video games
(CR, 287 - 89), are particularly sought after, for their high technological capabilities.
There is a poignant depiction of an elderly war-victim, whose tongue has been cut out,
and whose one possession is a Japanese umbrella. This ‘Japanese Miracle’ 1s the
indirect cause of his death, as he falls in the sea after it and is eaten by sharks (CR,
373). The desire for imported products destroys local businesses. Hajj Fahmy
recognizes this when he argues that if the Star had opened the Souq’s shops would
have soon folded (CR, 264). Western consumerism also erodes indigenous traditions,
which is demonstrated when Rakesh tries to sell Ayurvedic laxatives, only to realize

that:

The trouble really lay in the product. It was soon clear that people no
longer wanted Ayurvedic laxatives. There was no market for black viscous
liquids in old rum bottles; they wanted sparkling, bubbling salts which dissolved
in water, or milky syrups in bottles with bright labels. They wanted
advertisements and slogans which promised more than mere movement —
promotions and success at work, marital triumphs, and refrigerators in their
dowries. Regularity, balance and inner peace no longer sold (CR, 182).

Here the bubble and sparkle 1n the marketing of Western medical products makes the

peculiarly Indian philosophy behind Ayurveda seem hopelessly old-fashioned.

Perhaps the most damning indictment of the nexus between capitalism,

technology, and (neo-)colonialism is given in a portrayal of Mariamma’s arrival at al-

Ghazira. The lure that the Middle East exerts on the migrants onboard is embodied in
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their first glimpse of the lights strewn along the peninsular at night. The narrator

comments on the implications of al-Ghazira’s illuminations:

through a century and a half the same lights have shone in one part of the globe
or another, wherever money and its attendant arms have chosen to descend on

peoples unprepared for its onslaughts, and for all of those hundred and fifty
years Mariamma’s avatars have left that coast for those lights carrying with them
an immense cargo of wanderers seeking their own destruction in giving flesh to

the whims of capital (CR, 189).

Although no explanation is forthcoming for the arbitrary choice of one hundred and
fifty years as the timescale on which this ‘destruction’ has taken place, it seems likely
that this coincides with the period of overt British colonialism. Here money and
technology are explicitly equated with the devastation of cultures unused to such
motivations. Yet colonized peoples are also presented as being to some extent

complicit in this devastation, because through their desire for material wealth they

bring about their own downfall.

The Circle of Reason does not entirely reject capitalism; rather, the focus of its
satire 1s the inhumanity of huge multinational corporations. Small businesses that are
run in the Indian or Middle Eastern bazaar tradition tend not to be condemned by the
novel. For example, Zindi is desperate to take over Forid Mian’s small tailoring shop
in the Sougq, as she sees the Souq as ‘hope’ (CR, 291) and the shop as a ‘promise’ (CR,
220) of self-sufficiency and good times to come. Zindi is an ambitious, even ruthless
businesswoman, but she is presented sympathetically as a pragmatic yet
compassionate survivalist. Nury the Damanhouri is another archetypal capitalist, as he
manages to create a demand for eggs where there was none before. In ‘From an Egg-
Seller’s Mind’, the story-teller, Hajj Fahmy, tells how the people of al-Ghazira used to
eat eggs as and when their own hens supplied them, but that Nury persuaded people to
buy from him when their hens failed to lay. He achieved this business success by
building up contact with the community’s women, as they were responsible for
household economy and taking care of the chickens. He was able to get close to the
women because rumours of his impotence, which he probably started himself, meant
that the men trusted him with their wives. The narrator concludes, ‘“Nury built a trade
on a story [...]. [He] was an artist. For him every egg was an epic, a thousand-page

song of love, death and betrayal’ (CR, 247). This identification of Nury with oral
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story-telling and the imagination allows his brand of capitalism to escape narratorial

condemnation, infused as it is with communal interaction and human emotions.

The novel’s censure is reserved for what has been described as the ‘desinng-
machine’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1984): the way in which the West holds ‘developing’
countries In sway by fostering a dependency on technological advances. During his
four days trapped under the Star’s rubble Alu has a Gandhian vision of an anti-
materialist society. He makes a link between money and Pasteur’s notion of the
‘Infinitely small’ germ, arguing that both ‘travel[...] from man to man carrying
contagion and filth, sucking people out and destroying them even in the safety of their
own homes’ (CR, 281). As a result, he decides to start a campaign to banish money
from their community. His laudable intentions, however, are distorted by his friends
to such an extent that soon ‘[h]e could no longer understand what he’d started’ (CR,
315). In the Middle East, most migrants are ‘target workers’, whose aim in living
there 1s to save a specific amount of money before returning home (Serageldin et al,
1983: 55). Thus Alu’s followers interpret his anti-materialism as a cunning way of
collectively saving money. His anti-materialist movement degenerates into
unmitigated greed and commercialism, with pieces of paper standing i