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Notes on Hindi terms and transliteration

As there is no stable agreement on the scientific transliteration of Hindi, to transcribe
words originally in nagari, 1 have chosen a compromise between phonetic transcription
and transliteration. Therefore, I have opted for the scientific system used for Sanskrit, but
without writing the short vowel (a) when silent, both within or at the end of a word. When
the vowel is pronounced, or may be pronounced, the (a) sound is transcribed. This system
facilitates pronunciation and it is the most frequently used. As regards Sanskrit terms,
they are transliterated according to the Sanskrit or Hindi system, taking into account the
context in which they appear. Words of common use, like Hindi or some place names, are

written according to the Anglophone usage.



CHAPTER

Introduction: aim, sources and methodology

1.1. Origins and aim of the project

I started to consider the topic of my dissertation about six years ago, during the re-
search for my MA thesis. | was working on the translation into Italian of the novel Hariya
Harkyiliz ki hairant' (The Perplexity of Hariya Hercules, 1994) by Manohar Syam Jos,
probably one of the most important Hindi voices of the late Twentieth century. The short
preface to the novel provided me with a thought-provoking standpoint from which to read
the text: the novel, in fact, was defined as “postmodern” in terms of content and structure,

and an evolution of Jo$1’s previous works (Josi, 2008, p. 4). In order to endorse (or to re-

! Hariya Harkyiliz ki hairant is Manohar Syam JosT’s fourth novel and was published for the first time in
installments in India Today, between March and August 1994. Its main character is Hariya, an unmarried
middle-aged man, who devotes all his energies to the care of sick people and especially to that of his old
father Ray Saip Girvan Datt Tivari, afflicted by chronic constipation. His nickname is “Hercules” because
he rides a Hercules bicycle, but this epithet creates a comic contrast between his weak figure and the Greek
hero. The other members of the kumaiirini community in Delhi consider him an idiot, an unlucky man, who
has never known the pleasures of life. His life proceeds quietly, but one day a simple word — Goomalling,
read on a map of Australia — determines a drastic turning point. From this moment on Hariya becomes
obsessed with the idea of his alter-ego, a man like him in Goomalling devoting his life to a sick father. Ha-
riya’s certainties are completely destroyed with the death of Girvan Datt. On that occasion he opens an old
trunk to discover an unexpected treasure. He finds jewelry, gold and silver coins, precious stones, but most
interestingly some pornographic pictures of Girvan Datt and a letter from a mysterious lama. In the letter,
Hariya’s father is accused of stealing a holy trunk from the deity of Giimaling, a mythical place somewhere
in the Himalayas. If the treasure is not returned Girvan Datt’s family will be cursed. Hariya decides, there-
fore, to set out for Gimaling to atone for his parent’s sin. During his journey he is accompanied by an am-
biguous character, Pirailt Kaifija, a woman who is considered to be a holy Buddhist nun by some people,
and a prostitute by others. When she returns from their journey she is alone: nobody knows exactly what
has happened to Hariya. In Pirali Kaifija’s version, they found the lama from Gimaling and succeeded in
their aim. Unfortunately, her story is considered to be completely unreliable. The kumdaiamni community
tries to investigate and various theories are developed, with the sole result that the story is broken up into a
range of potentially true and false accounts.



ject) this assumption it was necessary to understand which postmodern features, if any,
were peculiar to the novel. The first macro-element that I observed was the text’s inner
centrifugal force, that is to say an implicit tendency towards deconstruction. The three
basic units of the narrative — story, characters, places — collapse: the story is broken up
into multiple variations, the identities of the main characters are ambiguous and extreme-
ly multifaceted, even the spatial dimension is questioned. Hariya's story seemed to me to
be a sort of cubist painting where every single element could be seen from several points
of view, with no possibility of establishing a final truth. Together with this, I noticed a
pronounced tendency towards intertextuality. The novel in fact is strewn with ironical re-
ferences to the Indian philosophical and devotional traditions, but also to some more re-
cent meta-narratives, such as communism and feminism. The irony which envelopes the-
se grands récits 1s balanced by the centrality attributed to a local narrative, that is the
transformation of the kumaimni2 community in Delhi, during the closing decades of the
Twentieth century, a community to which both the author and the protagonist belong. The
role of the community is emphasized throughout the story at the level of content, perspec-
tive (every episode is read through the lenses of the kumaimni community) and linguistic
choices.

These main ingredients — fragmentation and pluralism, the intertextual dimension
and the centrality of a petit récit — convinced me that a postmodern reading of Hariya
Harkyuliz ki hairani was possible. Nonetheless, some new questions started to come to
mind, creating the basis of my current dissertation. When postmodernism is a cultural
phenomenon born in the “Western world”, deeply connected with its socio-historical
background, can it be a suitable term for the Indian context? Are there other Hindi authors
whose writing can be assimilated to postmodernism? Obviously, due to the implicit limits
of an MA thesis, I could not find an answer to all my doubts and I focused on Hariya
Harkyiiliz only. When, some years later, I got the opportunity to start my PhD course, I
had no doubt, I wanted to resume my investigation in a wider perspective. Hence the aim
of my work is to understand, through the analysis of a significant sample of novels, if and

how postmodernism took form in the recent Hindi literary field.

One of the earliest issues that I had to face was that of terminological appropriate-
ness. Postmodernism is often perceived as a Western phenomenon only, and in a post-
colonial context such as India it may represent a cultural paradigm superimposed by the

Western world or, as a better option, a mere imported fashion. While carrying out my re-

2 The origins of this community are in Kumatim region of Uttarakhand. The name Kumatrm derives from
the hill Kiirmachala, in Almora district, where it is believed that Visnu resided for three years in the form of
Kurmavtar (tortoise) in order to save the earth. Kumatimni is also one of the most representative central
pahari languages (together with Garhvali) and it is spoken in Uttarakhand, Assam, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh,
Mabharashtra, Punjab, in some regions of Himachal Pradesh and in the area of Delhi. In spite of this large
area of diffusion, it has been included in the UNESCO Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger because
its usage is rapidly declining (see http://www.unesco.org/languages-atlas/index.php?hl=en&page=at-
lasmap&lid=1565).


http://www.unesco.org/languages-atlas/index.php?hl=en&page=atlasmap&lid=1565
http://www.unesco.org/languages-atlas/index.php?hl=en&page=atlasmap&lid=1565

search, firstly in Kolhapur, in Delhi later, I started to talk about this project and many
people asked me: since modernity has probably not yet reached the subcontinent, how can
we talk about postmodernism? First of all, it is necessary to distinguish postmodernity
from postmodernism, the first being a socio-historical condition, the second a cultural
manifestation. If we look at the Indian contemporary scenario, it is undoubtedly complex
and multifaceted. India is still characterized by areas of extreme backwardness, but at the
same time has become part of the globalized consumer world and mass communications
society. When I read Doshi’s text Postmodern Perspectives on Indian Society 1 found my
thoughts confirmed. He describes the subcontinent as a “kaleidoscopic interplay of tradi-
tion, modernity and postmodernity” (Doshi, 2008, p. 79), an image which, in my opinion,
perfectly mirrors the composite and polyphonic nature of contemporary India. If we shift
our attention from the concept of postmodernity to that of postmodernism and more
specifically to its literary form, I think that it is possible to find some common tendencies,
belonging to the whole global village. Obviously these features are moulded by the local
literary traditions and can be more or less evident and experimental, nonetheless they ex-
ist as a common basis, or a common thread. The presence of multiple studies into post-
modernism and Latin American (Colas, 1994; Corona, 1998, pp. 17-38; De Toro, 1991,
pp. 441-466; Galvez Acero, 1999, pp. 211-226; Herrero-Olaizola, 2000; Pérez, 1995;
Weldt-Basson, 2010) or Japanese literature, and particularly into Murakami Haruki’s nov-
els (Iwamoto, 1993, pp. 295-300; Murakami, 2005; Strecher, 1998, pp. 354-378; Yamada,
2006), just to quote a couple of examples, testifies an increasing awareness of the global
impact of postmodernism. Even in the field of Indian literatures, a postmodern reading
was proposed for the recent Anglo-Indian literary production (Das, 2010; Myles, 2006),
with particular reference to Salman Rushdie’s novels (Berlatsky, 2011, pp. 109-144; Jenk-
ins, 2002, pp. 62-75; Hassumani, 2002; Shaikh, 2016). Because of all of these reasons, I
think that it may be extremely useful to extend this kind of investigation to the Hindi lit-
erary field: on one hand it would be theoretically incorrect to exclude a priori the pres-
ence of possible postmodern traces, on the other a similar analysis may bring contempo-
rary Hindi literature — too often forgot to the advantage of its Anglophone counterpart —

to the table of a wider discourse on world literature.

Before proceeding with the description of my project, I want to anticipate some
methodological reflections. My work has necessarily to be based on cross-disciplinarity,
if not inter-disciplinarity?: to understand the possible meaning of postmodernism in the
Indian context, in fact, it would be impossible to avoid intrusions, for instance, in philos-
ophy, history and sociology. In the next chapter, in fact, I will briefly discuss the philo-

sophical basis of postmodernism in the Western world, referring to some of the most im-

3 With the expression cross-disciplinarity, I mean to view a discipline from the perspective of another, while
with inter-disciplinarity to use approaches and methods from different disciplines, implying a higher level
of knowledge integration.
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portant thinkers of the Twentieth century, like Baudrillard, Derrida, and Lyotard. These
authors provided some of the most relevant statements on postmodernism and represent a
necessary premise for any further investigation. For instance, it would be impossible even
to sketch out a reflection on postmodernism without considering Lyotard’s argument on
the crisis of the modern grands récits (Lyotard, 2008), or the Derridian concepts of de-
construction and différance (Derrida, 1998 and 2007; Vergani, 2000; Wortham, 2010).
Regarding history, it represents a fundamental ingredient both in contextualizing literary
changes (see 1.3.) and understanding a conspicuous part of recent literary production
based on historiographic metafiction (see 4.1.3.). For a general picture on Indian history,
from the ancient times to the end of the Twentieth century, my main sources were A His-
tory of India by Hermann Kulke and Dietman Rothermund (2016), and La storia dell’In-
dia, by Michelguglielmo Torri (2007); while for an analysis of the most recent issues
Postcolonial India: History, Politics and Culture by Vinita Damodaran and Maya Un-
nithan-Kumar (2000). Lastly, sociology represents an essential resource in understanding
the social conditions which led, both in Europe-USA and in India, to the postmodern cul-
tural phenomenon. On Western sociology my main points of reference were Berger and
Luckmann (1991) on the definition of reality as a social construct, Cohen and Taylor
(1992) on the mental escapes available to face the complexity of the contemporary world
and Mirchandani (2005) on empirical postmodernism. In reference to Indian sociology,
my starting points were Yogendra Singh (1986) with his analysis of the modernization of
Indian traditions, and S. L. Doshi (2008) with his postmodern reading of Indian society.
All these elements constitute the foundations of my project and have allowed me to con-
textualize a double-layered discourse on postmodern literary criticism and postmodern

creative works.

1.2. On postmodernism and Hindi critics

The debate on postmodernism, in the Hindi literary field, has been overlooked for
some considerable time. According to Avadhesh Kumar Singh (2001), the well-known
critic Namvar Simh — in an article that unfortunately I was unable to find titled Satabdr
ka avsan aur uttar-adhunikta (1984) — discussed the concept of uttar-adhunikta (post-
modernity) and rejected it as not suitable for the Indian context. However, mainly from
the end of the 1990s and especially after 2000 the first dedicated texts of literary criticism
started to be published. The second chapter of my dissertation will be largely devoted to a
presentation of the most relevant contributions.

The article Uttar adhunik sahitya-srsti aur samiksa drsti ke bic “Varen Hestings ka
samd” (“Warren Hastings’ bull” between the postmodern literary creation and critical
perspective) by Pandey Sasibhiisan Sitamsu represented a first, fundamental source. The
author not only described the four elements which he deems peculiar to a postmodern li-
terary work, but proposed a model for textual analysis, through his observations on Uday
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Prakas’s short story Varen Hestings ka samd. Sttamsu’s analysis was resumed by two cri-
tics, Sures$ Patel (2013) and Safijay Cauhan (2011), who applied their mentor’s methodo-
logy respectively to Uday Prakas literary production and to a conspicuous number of re-
cent Hindi novels, like Mujhe cand cahie and Do murdom ke lie guldasta by Surendra
Varma, Avam by Citra Mudgal, Tattvamasi by Jaya Jadvani and many others. According
to Patel and Cauhan, the majority of Hindi critics were unable to individuate the real basis
and ingredients of a postmodern text, because of this it is necessary to outline a new mo-
del for postmodern literary analysis and it should be based on Sitamsu’s contribution. Par-
ticularly Cauhan’s text Uttar-adhunikta aur hindi upanyas (Postmodernism and Hindi
novels) could have represented an extremely interesting precedent for my work, neverthe-
less despite a noteworthy premise, many of the examples provided do not appear to be
either so relevant or accurate.

The analysis will subsequently focus on the contributions of Sudhi$ Pacaurt — one
of the most important scholars who has written extensively about postmodernism and
Hindi literature — particularly on Uttar-adhunik sahityik vimars (Postmodern literary
discourse). The critic, starting his discussion from the Western postmodern thinkers, pro-
poses an Indian interpretation of postmodernism and provides some examples of possible
postmodern works. This text, together with an interview that I had with the critic, consti-
tuted an essential point of reference for my whole thesis. Some further critical works
should be mentioned, such as Uttar adhunikta kuch vicar (Postmodernity, some conside-
rations), a miscellaneous volume edited by Dev Sankar Navin and Susant Kumar Misra,
Uttar-adhuniktavad aur dalit sahitya (Postmodernism and dalit literature) by Krsnadatt
Palival, and Uttar-adhunikta: sahitya aur samskrti ki nayi soc (Postmodernity: literature
and new cultural thinking) by Devendra Issar.

In the following sections I will introduce my further investigations into Hindi cre-
ative works and postmodernism, explaining how I selected the period and the corpus of

texts under analysis.

1.3. Choosing temporal coordinates

Until now there are not many critical works on postmodernism and Hindi literature
(according to my findings there are no critical works at all in Western languages) and its
coordinates are not even remotely fixed. What is certain is that postmodernism has to be
considered as a sort of consequence and reaction to modernism, but what do modernity
(a@dhunikta) and modern literature (ddhunik sahitya) mean in the Indian context?

According to the majority of the critics the modern era began in India in approxi-
mately the mid-Nineteenth century, in strict connection to the British r@j. Modernity, in
this acceptation, is mainly associated with technological and scientific advancement, the
introduction of a national legal code and a first change in culture and social structure of

Indian society. Nonetheless, this kind of modernity was unable to deeply modify an an-
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cient system of values and traditions. As the sociologist Yogendra Singh argued, more
than a real change there was a modernization of tradition: basically people maintained
their value structures, simply benefiting from the facilities provided by modernity (Singh,
1986). The concept of identity, for instance, continued to be indissolubly bound to caste
and religion, leaving in the background individual identity. Probably, in this sense, only
Independence and the promulgation of the Constitution determined a first real change,
making individual identity powerful (Doshi, 2008, pp. 88-89).

From a literary point of view, Ramcandra Sukla# in his Hindr sahitya ka itihas (Hi-
story of Hindi literature, 2009) defined the adhunik kal as a period characterized by the
evolution of Hindi prose, starting in 1843 in connection with the activity of the Fort Wil-
liam College. This definition is still current and covers a vast time frame, variegated
groups of authors (it would be equally possible to define Bhartendu Hari$candra and Mo-
han Rake$§ modern authors), literary forms and genres. As Consolaro points out, modern
Hindi writing is determined by the confrontation with two literary worlds: the first deri-
ved from the local tradition, the second from the Western model. The resulting literary
production was characterized by a new aesthetic, determined by the appropriation and
indigenization of Western tendencies. Even so, modernism should not be considered a
deliberate choice to emulate a European phenomenon; rather it was a natural consequence
of the authors’ cosmopolitan backgrounds and socio-historical conditions, which led them
to reinvent modernism for their own epoch and geographical context (Consolaro, 2011a,
pp. 168-169).

Probably the most relevant tendency of modern Hindi prose, which characterized
different movements and schools of the Twentieth century, was social realism (Jain, 2004;
Misra, 2009). As Premcand taught, literature has to deal with social problems, giving voi-

ce to those groups which are usually left at the margins of society. From pragativad (pro-

4 Acarya Ramcandra Sukla (1884-1941) is a renowned critic and one of the most influential intellectuals in
the field of Hindi language and literature, during the first decades of the Twentieth century (on his life and
works see Consolaro, 2003, pp. 193-227). In his Hindr sahitya ka itihas (History of Hindi literature), dated
1929, Sukla divided the history of Hindi literature into four periods (k@l): adikal (early period), pirv mad-
hyakal (first mediaeval period), uttar madhyakal (late mediaeval period), and adhunik kal (modern period).
The adikal corresponds to the period of Muslim invasions between 993 and 1318, and was characterized by
heroic and chivalrous works (virgathakal). The first mediaeval period (1318-1643) was also designated as
bhaktikal (period of devotion) as it abounded in religious compositions. The uttar madhyakal, from 1643 to
1843, is defined as period of Mannerism or ritikal. The adhunik kal approximately corresponds to period of
the British dominion.

13



gressivism)?® to arncalikta (regionalism)® — even with differences on the level of aims and
perspectives — realism represented a crucial mode of expression, with a focus on the
poor and downtrodden. The realist novel has been considered particularly powerful, not
only because of its mimetic nature, but because it was considered “revelatory, displaying
the totality of the social whole that lay beneath the surface” (Gajarawala, 2013, pp. 16).
With these premises, when do we observe a considerable change in the Indian sce-
nario, which may justify the passage to a supposedly postmodern condition? Initially, I
considered the Emergency (1975-1977) as my possible historical divide. During the twen-
ty-one months of authoritarian government, Indira Gandhi’s political opponents were im-
prisoned and the press censored. Under the flag of urban requalification, slums and poor
settlements were demolished with no attention for their inhabitants. The compulsory ster-
ilization program was started. Disillusion, which already characterized the first decades
after Indian Independence, reached its peak. While the Second World War, in Europe and
the USA, destroyed basic modernist certainties, such as an undisputed belief in the power
of rationalism and in human and historical progress, the Emergency did something similar
in the Indian context. The Emergency was a break in Indian history, causing generalized
distrust towards the authorities and particularly the Congress party. Because of this, I ini-
tially considered the mid-1970s the starting point of my research. Notwithstanding, after a
first interview with Ajay Navariya, dalit author and Professor at Jamia Millia Islamia in
Delhi, I started to change my mind and to consider some further variables. According to
him, if I wanted to discuss the postmodern issue in the Hindi literary field, I necessarily
had to look at the 1990s. Narasimha Rao’s economic reforms played a fundamental role
in moving India towards a supposedly postmodern condition. During his term as Prime
Minister (1991-1996) India started its path towards liberalization, consumerism and
globalization, although aspects of a late capitalistic nation still coexist with others of ex-
treme backwardness. From a literary point of view, the 1990s were characterized by an
unprecedented flourishing of marginalized literature, one point being the new relevance
gained by women, dalit and adivasit authors in the Hindi landscape. In Navariya’s opin-
ion, if I wanted to work on new Hindi literary tendencies, independently of the label that I

wanted to use, the 1990s had to be my target.

5 Pragativad assumed a distinct shape during the Thirties, as a reaction to the fading Chayavad school. The
progressivist authors, deeply influenced by Marxist ideology, considered literature as a mirror of social pro-
cesses and a device through which to shape the course of political events. Yaspal, Bhisma Sahni, Nagarjun,
Rangey Raghav are among the authors who, at least for a part of their life, embraced the movement. On this
see Consolaro, 2011a, pp. 122-128; Avasthi, 2012; Misra, 2016.

6 The term aicalikta was coined with the publication of Maila arical by Phani$varnath Renu in 1954. The
author, in the novel’s preface, defined his own text as an aricalik upanyas, a regional novel. The term arical
both referred to the soiled border and to the edge of the sari, which covers women’s breast and waist. Be-
cause of this “the border” is a symbol of marginalization, but also of the motherland. Aficalik fiction is as-
sociated with the representation of rural areas, of the poor, subaltern people, of the geographically marginal.
See Cossio, 1987.
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A similar perspective was put to me a little later by Sudhi$ Pacauri. It was February
2016 and I was in Delhi due to my research project. During an interview I had with him,
at the Delhi University, he explained his concept of uttar adhunik sahitya (postmodern
literature). According to him it is characterized by two basic phenomena, which represent
two sides of the same coin. On one hand there is the new quest of women and dalit writ-
ers for public recognition, on the other a progressive detachment of the mainstream litera-
ture from the social realism inaugurated by Premcand. These tendencies start to become
clearly visible from the 1990s, a decade which is marked on a global scale by the dissolu-
tion of the Soviet Union and by the creation of a unipolar world, centered on the North-
American model; on a local level by the liberalization program and by the upsurge in
communal violence. Episodes like the demolition of the Babri masjid in 1992 fore-
grounded again the issue of self and national identity.

In the light of all these observations I decided to consider the Nineties not only the
starting point of my project, but my target. The earliest novel that I analyze is Dib by
Virendra Jain (1991), while the most recent one is Pili chatrivali larki by Uday Prakas
(2001), my only intrusion into the new millennium. After reading about twenty novels
published in that decade, but not only, I was strengthened in my decision: the novels of
the Nineties in fact, as I demonstrate in the following chapters, are largely characterized
by some recurrent patterns. Plurality and duplication are crucial at multiple levels, from
that of the projected worlds to textual structure. Self-reflexivity, fragmentation, intertex-
tuality are some of the most relevant ingredients. Moreover, the recent literary production
seems to distance itself from the tradition inaugurated by Premcand. On one hand a con-
spicuous part of mainstream literature starts to reject the dogma of social realism and to
propose lighter plots, with no didactic intentions or eternal truths. The aura of the work of
art is scaled down, erasing the distance between high and popular literature, between art
and life. On the other hand, women and dalit writers, even though largely through real-
ism, aim to propose an alternative literary canon, free from the influence of the casteist

and patriarchal system.

1.4. Criteria in selecting authors and texts

A crucial phase of my project was the individuation of a corpus of ten texts, written
by ten different authors, which might be representative of the Hindi novel during the
Nineties and which contain some possible postmodern features. Obviously, as there are
not many available studies on this issue, I had to proceed by successive attempts. The
bases of my research were, on one hand La prosa nella cultura letteraria hindi by
Alessandra Consolaro and Hindi upanyas ka itihas by Gopal Ray (pp. 341-466), as they
both depict the Hindi novel up until the dawn of the new millennium; on the other hand,
Sudhis Pacaurt’s texts Uttar-adhunik sahityik vimars and Uttar-yatharthvad, which pro-
vide not only a theoretical analysis on postmodernism, but also some textual examples.
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Pacauri, for instance, analyzes Hariya Harkyiiliz ki hairant by Manohar Syam Jo$i, Diib
by Virendra Jain and Mujhe cand cahie by Surendra Varma (Pacauri, 2010, pp. 136-166)
in a postmodern, or at least in a post-realist (uttar yatharthvad) take.

In order to compile my list of authors, I took into account four criteria. Apart from
the basic ones such as gender and age, I considered the authors' cultural and geographical
backgrounds and their relationship with the mainstream critics. My final list includes
Maiizir Ehtesam, Mrdula Garg, Virendra Jain, Manohar Syﬁm Jos1, Jay Prakas Kardam,
Prabha Khetan, Uday Prakas, Alka Saravgi, Gitafijali SrT and Vinod Kumar Sukla. The
third chapter of my dissertation will be devoted to an introduction to these authors, with
biographical information and a general presentation of their novels object of analysis. Fir-
st of all I wanted to provide, if not and equal, at least a balanced representation of male
and female writers. In addition to this, I decided to work with two different generations of
authors. Manohar Syam Josi, Vinod Kumar Sukla, Mrdula Garg and Prabha Khetan are
representative of an elder generation, born before Indian independence. The other authors
— with the exception of Manziir Ehtesam who, being born in 1948, is exactly on the
border — were born during the Fifties or early Sixties. Their origins may be in the core of
the Hindi belt, as in the cases of Gitafijali SrT and Jay Prakas Kardam (both from Uttar
Pradesh) or from more marginal areas, like Vinod Kumar Sukla from Chhattisgarh. Some
of them, such as Virendra Jain and Uday Prakas$ (both born in small villages of Madhya
Pradesh) come from rural areas, others, like Mrdula Garg, Prabha Khetan and Alka Sara-
vgi, from a metropolis like Calcutta. Jay Prakas Kardam is a dalit, while Manohar Syam
Jost is a brahmin. If Mafizir Ehte§am’s background is the Muslim community in Bhopal,
Prabha Khetan’s origins are in an orthodox Hindu family. For me this variety of back-
grounds is an essential parameter to obtain a meaningful sample of authors and avoid in-
correct conclusions (e.g. to consider a literary feature as a common trend, while it is pecu-
liar of a specific area/community); secondly it resembles the key concepts of postmoder-
nism, which are difference and plurality. The last criterion that I decided to consider was
the kind of relations between these authors and the mainstream critics. In most of the ca-
ses, in fact, due to their experimentation, to the subjects they chose and sometimes even
due to their personal life, they had difficult or at least ambivalent relations with the litera-
ry establishment. Mrdula Garg, for instance, was even arrested in 1980 on charges of ob-
scenity, due to her novel Cittakobra, which recounts an extramarital affair between an
Indian middle-class housewife and a foreign pastor. Garg’s explicit references to sexuality
caused her a charge of pornography and many years of ostracism from the literary esta-
blishment. Uday Prakas for quite some time was not much appreciated by critics, but was
extremely successful in terms of audience. Moreover, he was the first author to return the

prestigious Sahitya Akademi award, as a protest against the Akadem1’ indifference over

16



the murder of the Kannada littérateur Kalburgi’. Obviously all these authors were active
until, at least, the Nineties.

Following a chronological order, the novels that I chose are:

- Dub (1991) by Virendra Jain

- Chinnamastd (1993) by Prabha Khetan

- Chappar (1994) by Jay Prakas Kardam

- T-ta profesar (1995) by Manohar Syam Josi

- Dastan-e-lapta (1995) by Mafiziir Ehte§am

- Kathgulab (1996) by Mrdula Garg

- Divar meri ek khirkt rahtt thi (1997) by Vinod Kumar Sukla
- Hamara sahar us baras (1998) by Gitadjali Sr1

- Kali-katha: vaya baipas (1998) by Alka Saravgt

- Pili chatrivalt larki (2001) by Uday Prakas

All these novels present some features which can be read as possible postmodern
clues. Mafizir Ehtesam’s Dastan-e-lapta, for instance, is the story of a “missing man”,
Zamir Ehmad Khan, built as an unordered collage of moments of life. The first notewor-
thy element is the fragmentary nature of the text. Fragmentation on the level of textual
structure corresponds to the protagonist’s deep crisis. There is no stable identity, hence no
unifying center for the whole account. The protagonist, in fact, keeps on escaping from
his duties, seeking refuge in his lies and in an alternate dimension of a supposed mental
disease. The second postmodern trace is the novel’s hypertextual dimension. Apart from
the reference to the dastan, the Urdu-Persian folk romance, the text is strewn with multi-
ple references to Western literary works, such as to Forster’s 4 Passage to India, Do-
stoyevsky’s Notes from Underground, André Gide’s La Porte Etroite, Stone’s The Sailor
on Horseback and Walter de la Mare’s poem The Listeners.

A second example may be Mrdula Garg's Kathgulab. On the content level, the nov-
el challenges the status quo, proposing new models of femininity and masculinity. The
author particularly deconstructs the conventional equivalence, according to which being a
woman means being a mother. Mrdula Garg in fact proposes some alternative ways for
women’s self-realization, like writing or social commitment. In addition to this, the text is
characterized by self-reflexivity and, in the second chapter, there is an explicit reflection
on the possible meaning of writing. Lastly the novel, which is composed of five chapters
depicting five different life stories, reveals a more complex structure. Every character, in
fact, apart from relating her/his individual experiences and traumas, proposes a different
point of view on the other protagonists. Moreover, each life story is characterized by the

alternation of a first person and third person narrator, creating an intriguing game of per-

7 Prakas received the award in 2010 for his long-short story Mohandds and returned it in September 2015.
In less than two months his decision was emulated by more than thirty writers (on this see section 3.10).
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spectives. The fourth chapter is devoted to this kind of textual analysis, to the individua-
tion of the recurring patterns and to the explanation of their possible postmodern reading.
In order to conduct my investigation, in addition to the above mentioned Hindi crit-
ics, Brian McHale’s Postmodernist Fiction represented an essential source. Considering a
variety of theoretical approaches, the author identifies in ontological plurality or instabili-
ty the dominant of the postmodernist fiction. In other words, according to him the com-
mon denominator of postmodernist works is the ability to foreground their ontological
status and to raise questions about the world (or worlds) in which we live. Moreover,
McHale provides multiple examples from various literary traditions, like North American
metafiction, Latin American magic realism, and the French Nouveau Roman. In this sense
Postmodernist Fiction represented a crucial point of reference. Regarding more specific
issues, such as intertextuality my theoretical starting points were Julia Kristeva (1980)
and Roland Barthes (1975). Nevertheless, my debt is mainly to Gérard Genette’s work
(1997), particularly with his reflections on hypertextuality, due to a more practical ap-
proach, oriented to textual analysis. Regarding other crucial features of contemporary lit-
erature, like metafiction and historiographic metafiction, Patricia Waugh (1984) and Lin-
da Hutcheon (1989, 2004) were respectively my basic sources. Waugh’s Metafiction: the
Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction, despite being more than thirty years old,
still provides an accurate picture of fiction self-reflexivity, describing various metafic-
tional strategies and providing a considerable exemplifying corpus. Hutcheon’s contribu-
tions are particularly relevant in connection to the new role acquired by parody and histo-
ry in contemporary literature. Her historiographic metafiction provides a persuasive alter-
native to Jameson’s idea of postmodernism as a sort of dehistoricized spatial pastiche.
Historiographic metafiction, in fact, allows the past to be used in a new way, acknowledg-
ing the falsity of official historical accounts and foregrounding the critical capacities of

postmodernism.

1.5. Dissertation structure

The structure of my work has been largely anticipated through the previous sec-
tions, however, for reasons of clarity, I wish to recapitulate here its structure. Further-
more, on this point, I have to acknowledge my debt to Ulrike Stark’s PhD dissertation,
Tage der Unzufriedenheit (1995), on Muslim Hindi writers. Stark, in fact, also worked
with ten different novels (actually written by six different authors), bringing to light some
common relevant features and reflections.

First of all, in chapter 2 (Postmodernism and the Indian perspective), 1 introduce
the concept of postmodernism as generally known in the Western world, shifting gradual-
ly towards the Indian context. My basic questions are: what could be the meaning of
postmodernity and postmodernism in India? What happened in the Hindi literary field at
the dawn of the new millennium? Secondly, I propose an overview of the most relevant
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contributions provided by Hindi critics to this issue. Initially (section 2.2.1.), I briefly in-
troduce texts like Uttar adhunikta kuch vicar (Postmodernity, some reflections, 2000),
edited by Dev Sankar Navin and Susant Kumar Misra, Uttar-adhuniktavad aur dalit sahi-
tya (Postmodernism and dalit literature, 2008) by Krsnadatt Palival, and Uttar-adhunik-
ta: sahitya aur samskrti ki nayi soc (Postmodernity. literature and new cultural thinking,
2012) by Devendra Issar. Subsequently I address in more detail the works of Sitamsu and
his disciples (see respectively section 2.2.2. and 2.2.3.) and of Sudhi$ Pacauri (2.2.4.),
which represented my main points of reference.

Chapter 3 (Postmodernism and Hindi novels: introducing authors and texts) is de-
voted to an introduction of the ten authors and novels that I selected for my investigation.
For each of them, I provide basic biographical information (here too with the aim of
maintaining a balance between the authors, avoiding giving too many details for the most
well-known writers) and, for the novels, the synopsis of the plot.

Chapter 4 (Postmodern traces within Hindi novels), which is the actual core of my
dissertation, aims to investigate how some features that are generally acknowledged as
postmodern are developed by these ten Hindi novels. Particularly in section 4.1. I discuss
the idea of ontological plurality or instability at the level of projected worlds, hence ela-
borating the concepts of otherworldliness, metafiction and historiographic metafiction. In
section 4.2., I address the same idea, but at the level of text structure, reflecting on the
strategies of duplication, multiplication and fragmentation. Section 4.3. is devoted to
some examples of mainstream literature challenging the realist aesthetic, while section
4.4. to literary voices from the margins (women and dalits), struggling against traditional
totalizing powers.

After the conclusions (chapter 5), I have added an appendix which contains a basic
glossary of postmodernism (both Hindi-English and reverse), as a support for those who

may wish to address the issue of postmodernism and Hindi literature for the first time.

19



CHAPTER

Postmodernism and the Indian perspective

2.1. An introduction to postmodernism:
2.1.1. From the Western origins...

Postmodernism has become one of the keywords of intellectuals’ debates in Europe
and the USA since the 1960s. The prefix post- should not be read in a chronological
sense, as it refers more to “logical and historical consequence rather than sheer temporal
posteriority” (McHale, 2004, p. 5). Postmodernism is undoubtedly a complex cultural
phenomenon, rejecting any unifying or fixed definition. Nonetheless, it is generally
agreed that it questions the bases of the modern era and problematizes the major certain-
ties of the “Western world”. As Hutcheon (2004, p. 18) stated, the prefix post-, in fact,
denotes a “contradictory dependence on and independence from that which temporally
preceded it and which literally made it possible”, that is modernism. Postmodernism, she
added, “marks neither a simple and radical break from it nor a straightforward continuity
with it: it is both and neither”.

Postmodernism highlights that realities commonly perceived as “natural”, such as
capitalism or the patriarchal system, are actually social and cultural constructs. It chal-
lenges scientific positivism, Enlightenment rationalism and the inevitability of human
progress. According to the postmodern critique, after the Second World War it is no

longer possible to believe in a rational and univocal history, which necessarily tends to an
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improvement of human conditions. It is no longer obvious that national economies will
continue to grow and life conditions to improve. Scientific and technological progress
does not always bring benefits to people’s lives. It was possible to read history as a
process of human kind realization and evolution until it was considered a unitary process.
Nonetheless, in the postmodern world we realize that the history we know, is only one of
the possible representations of the past, a representation determined by dominant groups.
The end of colonialism and imperialism had a crucial role in the dissolution of this uni-
tary and Eurocentric concept of history: the former colonized, in fact, started to problema-
tize such a concept (Vattimo, 2007, p. 11). Western ideals became one of many possible
options: they were nor the best nor the worst, but undoubtedly they had been imposed
with violence. In such a context, history becomes a series of emptied-out stylizations
ready to be consumed: as Jameson (2007, pp. 35-36) critically stated, we can no longer
reconstruct the actual past, we can only investigate history through its images and simu-
lacra. Nonetheless, this does not mean that postmodernism denies the existence of the
past, rather it questions “whether we can ever know that past other than through its textu-
alized remains” (Hutcheon, 2004, p. 20). More in general, in such a context, what is ques-
tioned is the modernist acceptation of the cause-effect relation: an effect is no more de-
termined by a unique cause, but by multiple ones. Even the truth has to be considered
plural and cannot be reduced to a monolithic assumption. In other words postmodernism
questions the limits and the possible distortions of modern rationalism. The prototypical
modern man believes in the superiority of rationality over faith, emotion and tradition, but
the impulse towards rationalization may imply an oversimplification of reality, reducing it
to series of clear, logical relations.

In Derrida and Lyotard’s terminology, postmodernism deconstructs the grands réc-
its, the totalizing ideologies related to the Enlightenment and modernity. Marxism, struc-
turalism, economic liberalism are just some examples of the master narratives used by
scholars in order to oversimplify the complexity of the world. Postmodernism, to be more
accurate, does not definitely reject all meta-narratives, but their pretense of being natural
and eternal truths. Postmodernism, in fact, wants to return to plurality and specific pecu-
liarities, which can no longer be universalized (Chiurazzi, 2002 p. 39). It interrogates the
urge to sameness, certainty and homogeneity, foregrounding what is different, provisional
and heterogeneous (Hutcheon, 2004, p. 42). These are probably the key concepts of
postmodernism and allow us to understand its different manifestations in the various
fields of knowledge. The term postmodernism in fact has been used in several fields —
from art to music, from philosophy to literature, from architecture to sociology — refer-
ring to heterogeneous approaches and because of this it may appear even more controver-
sial. Nevertheless, as Boyne and Rattansi (1990, p. 9) argued, conceptual coherence might
be found in “a set of cultural projects united by heterogeneity, fragmentation, and differ-
ence”. What allows an extension of the term postmodernism to all these fields is the fact
that
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they share a common condition which we would characterise as a
crisis of ‘representation’ or, more accurately, a series of crisis of
representation, in which older modes of defining, appropriating
and recomposing the object of artistic, philosophical, literary and
social scientific languages are no longer credible and in which
one common aspect is the dissolution of the very boundary bet-
ween the language and its object, this in turn being related to the
acceptance of the inevitability of a plurality of perspectives and
the dissolution of various older polarities (popular/élite forms,
subject/object) and boundaries (for instance between disciplines
such as philosophy, sociology, history and psychoanalysis).
(Boyne and Rattansi, 1990, p. 12)

Another fundamental contribution to postmodern epistemology — hence to post-
modern reflection on knowledge — was provided by Baudrillard. According to the
French philosopher and sociologist, in our contemporary world, all reality and meaning
have been replaced with symbols and signs, and the human experience is simply a simula-
tion of reality. Representations have erased the reality and what we have are simulacra,

copies without the original, which precedes the original.

Today abstraction is no longer that of the map, the double, the
mirror, or the concept. Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a
referential being, or a substance. It is the generation by models of
a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal. The territory no
longer precedes the map, nor does it survive it. It is nevertheless
the map that precedes the territory — precession of simulacra —
that engenders the territory [...] It is no longer a question of imi-
tation, duplication, nor even parody. It is a question of substitut-
ing the signs of the real for the real. (Baudrillard, 1994, pp. 1-2)

Moving from an epistemological to an empirical discourse, some other key con-
cepts of the postmodern reality should to be taken into account, that is to say time-space
reorganization, risk society and consumer capitalism (Mirchandani, 2005, pp. 100-106).
In light of the object of my analysis these concepts are particularly relevant: in fact, the
related phenomena are gradually spreading across the developing countries and cannot be
considered as pertaining to the Western world only. The first concept, time-space reorga-
nization, is basically connected to technological innovation, which caused space to col-
lapse and time to speed up, with consequent increasing flows of people, information and
money (Mirchandani, 2005, p. 101). Phenomena like globalization (see, for instance,
Hardt and Negri, 2000) and new communications technology like the Internet (Castells,
1996) are probably the most relevant examples of time-space reorganization. Second, risk
society (see Beck, 1992 and Boyne, 2003) is a new phase of the post-industrial society,
where “risk has entered new arenas of our social lives so that social actors think about
and organize the world in terms of risk” (Mirchandani, 2005, p. 102). Undoubtedly,
events like September 11 and other terrorist attacks have emphasized the risky elements

of the postmodern society and their perception by common people. Third, “consumption
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has replaced production as the salient principle of postmodern society, and consumption
itself has changed from its modern forms” (Mirchandani, 2005, p. 104). Sites and pro-
cesses of consumption have been gradually extended (note that often modes of distribu-
tion are more important than modes of production), while consumption choices are more
and more relevant in the construction of individual identities. All these concepts cannot
be considered as the sole property of Europe and the USA, as they mould the reality of
many metropolises across the world.

2.1.2. ...to the Indian context

As outlined in the previous section, the concept of postmodernism was born in the
“Western world”, deeply connected with its historical and socio-cultural background. Ly-
otard, for instance, in his pivotal text The Postmodern Condition clearly defined his field
and aim of investigation: in the introduction he clarified that the object of his study is the
state of knowledge in highly developed societies (Lyotard, 2008, p. 5). Ziauddin Sardar
(1993 and 1998) similarly addressed postmodernism as a challenge and an opportunity of
the Western world. To be more accurate he critically stated that “the post-modern ‘we’” is
not a “pluralistic, global we: it applies to those in North America and Europe who are,
consciously or unconsciously, genuinely confronted by choices about lifestyles, belief
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systems and ‘realities’” (Sardar, 1993, p. 879), hence it applies only to a particular group
within Western society. According to the scholar postmodernism cannot be linked to bil-
lions of people living in poverty or in traditional contexts like “India, China and Islam,
and numerous smaller civilizations in Asia and Africa, both urban and rural dwellers.
These people cannot choose to be what they want to be, what they have always been,
simply because the environment that sustained and nourished them, that allowed them to
be what they want to be, has been and is systematically being destroyed” (Sardar, 1993,
pp- 878-879). Postmodernism is perceived as a new form of cultural imperialism, the per-
petration of an alleged civilizing mission of the West “to render the Other in its own im-
age, into new arenas of oppression and subjugation” (Sardar, 1998, p. 15).

Many Indian scholars are likewise quite skeptical about extending the term post-
modern to their own reality. Postmodernism is often merely considered as an imported
fashion, which is not suitable for a postcolonial reality such as India. There is no moder-
nity in the subcontinent — many of them argue — so how can we talk about postmod-
ernism? In an interview I had with Sudhi$ Pacauri — one of the most important scholars
to have written extensively about postmodernism and Hindi literature — he highlighted
the importance of looking at India as a complex and multifaceted reality. Simultaneously
we can find traces of pre-modernity in adivasi’s style of life; traces of modernity in de-
mocratic institutions and in the development of an extended middle class; traces of post-

modernity in the revolution of telecommunications, in the participation in consumerism
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and globalization. From a sociological point of view, Doshi too described India as a
“kaleidoscopic interplay of tradition, modernity and postmodernity”. He claims:

it could be wrong to take the view that in the processes of change,
tradition comes first followed by modernity and finally by post-
modernity. Empirical history demonstrates that all the three pro-
cesses can operate simultaneously. People’s disenchantment is
observed for all the three processes from time to time. Traditions
have outlived their time; modernity is many a time fake and it
works for the benefits of the dominant class/caste and political
groups of society; and postmodernity, which is based on plurali-
sm, differentiation, autonomy, self-identity, may bring out disin-
tegrative tendencies in the society (Doshi, 2008, p. 79).

The economic reforms of the 1990s (about the liberalization process see, for in-
stance, Das Gupta, 2000, pp. 173-201; Tendulkar and Bhavani, 2012) played a fundamen-
tal role in moving India towards a postmodern condition. During Narasimha Rao’s term
as Prime Minister (1991-1996) India started on its path towards liberalization, con-
sumerism and globalization, even though aspects of a late capitalistic nation still coexist
with others of extreme backwardness. Hence the reality of the subcontinent — which is
by its nature a mosaic of languages, cultures, landscapes — has become even more com-
plex, a sort of hymn to pluralism.

For a better understanding of this complex situation, I want to take a step back and
see how modernism is defined by Indian sociologists. According to Yogendra Singh
(1986), for instance, modernity started in India through the establishment of the British
raj. In this acceptation, modernity is basically connected to scientific and technological
advancement, to the introduction of a legal code, and to a first change in the culture and
social structure of Indian society. Nonetheless, he admits that this kind of modernity
could not deeply modify an ancient system of values and traditions: essentially people
maintained their way of thinking, their structure of values, simply benefiting from the fa-
cilities provided by modernity. With quite an opposite stance, Dipankar Gupta (2014) ar-
gued that modernity has not been related to technology and consumption, rather to chan-
ges in social relations (family connections, privileges of caste and status), and to the desi-
re to go beyond any restrictions imposed by traditional institutions. “True modernity”,
stated Gupta (2014, p. 8), “is about how people relate to other people [...]. Modernity is
an attitude which represents universalistic norms, where the dignity of an individual as a
citizen is inviolable and where one’s achievement counts for more than family back-
ground and connections. Once modernity is understood in this fashion, it is apparent that
India still has a long distance to go”. Many other sociologists have chosen an intermediate
position, underlining that Indian modernity came during the British period, but that it be-
came massively observable in the social fabric only after Independence and the promul-
gation of the Constitution. These historical milestones, in actual fact, determined a first

real change in the definition of identity. Previously, it was indissolubly joined to caste and
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religion: it is only in independent India that individual identity becomes powerful (Doshi,
2008, pp. 88-89). Among these scholars Doshi has emphasized that the benefits introdu-
ced by modernity were shared by a tiny percentage of the population, hence by the domi-
nant groups only. Moving from this perspective Doshi — in his text specifically devoted
to postmodernism and Indian society (Doshi 2008) — has highlighted that postmoderni-
sm in India cannot be seen as a reaction to modernism as a whole, but to the increasing
privileges of the upper castes. Moreover, postmodernism should be related to the rise of
“little traditions”, specific to particular cultural areas or regions. According to the socio-
logist, in fact, with the rise of modernity — despite widespread fears — local ethnicity,
traditions and customs did not fade, on the contrary they were even strengthened through
the use modern innovations, particularly through information technology. Doshi (2008, p.
82) even states that “differentiated ethnicity, autonomous ethnicity and self-conscious

ethnicity constitute the structure of postmodernity” in India.

Referring more specifically to the Hindi literary field, the debate on postmodernism
has been long overlooked. An exception is represented by the well-known critic Namvar
Simh who, during the 1980s, discussed the concept of uttar-adhunikta (postmodernity)
and rejected it as unsuitable for the Indian context.8 From the end of the 1990s and espe-
cially after 2000, the first dedicated texts of literary criticism started to be published;
however, the interest in postmodernism remained quite tenuous. In the next sections I will
introduce some of the most relevant contributions, following a chronological order and
focusing particularly on the texts provided by Pandey Sasibhiisan Sttams$u and his disci-
ples, Sures$ Patel and Safijjay Cauhan, and by Sudhi$ Pacauri.

2.2. Postmodernism and Hindi literary critique
2.2.1. The earliest contributions of the new millennium

The aim of this first section is to briefly introduce some of the earliest contributions
on postmodernism in Hindi, which were published after 2000. As it will be evident, these
contributions largely concentrate on Western theories, nonetheless they are relevant as
they testify to an increasing interest in postmodernism. The first text that I would like to
mention is Uttar adhunikta kuch vicar (Postmodernity, some reflections), a miscellaneous
book edited by Dev Sankar Navin and Susant Kumar Misra, published in 2000. As expli-
citly declared in the preface to the text, postmodernism is an extremely complex pheno-
menon which can be investigated from multiple perspectives. Due to this reason, the edi-
tors decided to leave the contributors free to choose their own approach to the issue, with

the aim of providing a general introduction to the main characteristics of postmodernism

8 T have been unable to find Namvar Simh’s article Satabdri ka avsan aur uttar-adhunikta (1984), but its
themes are reported in Avadhesh Kumar Singh 2001.
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and its most representative thinkers. Moreover, it is argued that, because of the choice of
publishing the volume in Hindi, various problems arose, first of all that of lexicon. There
are in fact many technical words related to postmodernism with no precise equivalent in
Hindi. In same cases the solution was to create neologisms, in others to associate new
meanings to preexisting terms. In any event, for reasons of clarity, the English equivalents
were often left in brackets (Navin and Misra, 2000, p. 9). In this sense this text can be
particularly useful for Western researchers who want to approach for the first time the is-
sue of Hindi postmodernism to create their own bilingual glossary®.

Among the scholars who took part to this project there is Sudhi§ Pacauri (Navin and
Misra, 2000, pp. 17-21) who discussed the concept of uttar-adhuniktd in relation to that
of modernity, briefly touching some if its most relevant features. Furthermore, he lingered
over postmodernism and marxism, focusing more specifically on Marx’s Grundrisse
(Fundamentals of Political Economy Criticism, 1857-1858) and its forward-looking vi-
sion of global capitalism. Franson D. MafjI1 (pp. 22-27) introduced some concepts of Ba-
khtin’s philosophy of language and of Deleuze and Guattari’s work (actually only Deleu-
ze is explicitly mentioned). As regards the latter, he dealt with the concept of heteroglos-
sial0 (translated in Hindi as visambhdasasthiti) and with the nature of the novel, which is
considered the most suitable genre for the post-industrial era (as it is able to embrace di-
versity without losing its peculiarities). Referring to Deleuze, Maijlt presented the tetra-
minor literature!2. Indranath Caudhurt (pp. 29-38) firstly analyzed the differences bet-
ween Indian and Western modernism, focusing on the literary field. He believes that there

9 To facilitate this task, at the end of my dissertation I have added a glossary with the most useful terms
related, on one hand, to postmodernism and in general to the contemporary condition, on the other to their
necessary modernist counterpart.

10 Heteroglossia refers to the multiple variations of languages used by every individual as a social being. In
his Discourse in the Novel (1934-1935) Bakhtin provides the example (quoted by Mafijli) of an illiterate
farmer who relies on different “languages” when he prays, sings or when he talks with his family.

11 Tt is a model delineated by four functions, the vernacular, the vehicular, the referential and the mythical.
Deleuze and Guattari in Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (2003, p. 25) applied this model to Kafka’s writ-
ing, arguing that he used Czech as the vernacular language, German both as the vehicular and referential (or
cultural) one and Hebrew as the mythic language.

12 To Deleuze a “minor literature doesn't come from a minor language; it is rather that which a minority
constructs within a major language” (Deleuze and Guattari, 2003, 16). The main characteristic of a minor
literature is that its language is affected with deterritorialization. To exemplify this concept, Deleuze analy-
zed Kafka’s Prague German. On this he wrote “Kafka marks the impasse that bars access to writing for the
Jews of Prague and turns their literature into something impossible — the impossibility of not writing, the
impossibility of writing in German, the impossibility of writing otherwise. The impossibility of not writing
because national consciousness, uncertain or oppressed, necessarily exists by means of literature [...]. The
impossibility of writing other than in German is for the Prague Jews the feeling of an irreducible distance
from their primitive Czech territoriality. And the impossibility of writing in German is the deterritoraliza-
tion of the German population itself, an oppressive minority that speaks a language cut off from the masses,
like a ‘paper language’ or an artificial language; this is all the more true for the Jews who are simultaneou-
sly a part of this minority and excluded from it, like ‘gypsies who have stolen a German child from its crib.’
In short, Prague German is a deterritorialized language, appropriate for strange and minor uses” (pp. 16-17).
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is always an element of universality (sarvvyapaktd) and permanence (sthayitva) in Indian
modernism, but it is not the same in the Western perspective.!3 As a consequence there
are significant differences even between the concepts of uttar-adhunikta and postmoder-
nity. To Caudhurf, in fact, the two terms cannot be considered synonyms. Uttar-adhunikta
is not the opposite of adhunikta, it is the condition which follows modernity and which is
complementary to it. Abhijit Pathak (pp. 39-52) sketched out a history of Western socio-
logy from its founding fathers (Comte, Durkheim, Weber, Mannheim are quoted) to its
most recent evolution. Particularly he focused on the challenge posed by postmodernism
to classical sociology, mentioning some basic concepts of Lyotard, Baudrillard, Foucault,
Bauman and Derrida’s philosophy. Only in the conclusive section of his paper he briefly
discussed the concept of postmodernism in relation to the Indian society. To mention a
last example, Raghvendra Pratap Simh (pp. 74-88) introduced Derrida’s critic to logocen-
trism14 (Sabdkendravad), hence to the primacy of speech over writing, which characteri-
zed the history of Western philosophy (from Greek philosophers to Hegel), but also the
Bible, the Vedas and the Upanisad.

A few years after Uttar adhunikta kuch vicar, more precisely during 2004 and 2005,
a noteworthy series of papers appeared in the literary magazine, Vagarth. These articles
were all related to contemporary Western thinkers who dealt, more or less specifically,
with postmodernism. They were all written by the same author, Vijay Kumar, and intro-
duced, for instance, Jiirgen Habermas (Kumar, February 2004, pp. 31-33), Terry Eagleton
(Kumar, April 2004, pp. 65-68), Fredric Jameson (Kumar, June 2004, pp. 43-46), Jacques
Derrida (Kumar, December 2004, pp. 69-73), Julia Kristeva (Kumar, July 2005, p. 16-19),
with the attempt to explain some of their most relevant and famous arguments, quoting
some of their texts and contributions. These articles testify to a rising interest in postmod-
ernism and can be useful in understanding how recent Western philosophical concepts are

rendered through the Hindi language.

The following text that I want to introduce is Uttar-adhuniktavad aur dalit sahitya

(Postmodernism and dalit literature) by Krsnadatt Palival!'>, which was published in

13 Here Caudhuri explicitly refers to Tagore’s essay Modernity in Literature, where the well-known writer
did not accept English modernist literature as modern as it lacks universality, permanence and of the pro-
fundity of aesthetic joy (anandam).

14 Logocentrism or the attitude of considering logos (a Greek term which literary means ‘word’, but also
‘reason’ or ‘logic’) as the central principle of language and philosophy. From a logocentric perspective,
speech and not writing is central to language. If speech involves presence, as both speaker and listener are
simultaneously present, writing does not (if writer and reader were simultaneously present they would
communicate by speaking). Logocentrism asserts that writing is a substitute for speech, an attempt to resto-
re the presence of speech. Derrida’s critique to logocentrism is particularly elaborated in Of Grammatology
(1967) and Positions (1972).

15 Krsnadatt Palival published some articles as well on postmodernism, like Nav samskrtik samrajyavad ka

gahra sankat (2003, pp.9-19) and Pascimvad ki tark-drsi mem madhyayuginta ki vapst ka ghapla (2010, pp.
83-80).
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2008. A considerable part of the text’s content is actually anticipated and condensed in the
chapter Uttar-adhuniktavad ka arth-sandarbh (Contextual meaning of postmodernism,
pp. 13-34), which is based on a lecture given by the critic in 1998 at Simla University
(Himachal Pradesh). To the critic postmodernism is “basically the new-capitalistic, new-
imperialistic, neocolonialist, new-structuralist, new-cultural-imperialistic ideology of the
latter half of the Twentieth century’'®. Postmodernism initially developed in Europe, then
in the USA, and finally reached India. As regards “Western postmodernism”, Palival pro-
vides an overview, emphasizing its conflictual relation with modernism, the role of IT,
technology and mass media. Like his colleagues he refers to the most famous French phi-
losophers like Lyotard, Foucault and Derrida, but also to some American intellectuals
such as Alvin Toffler!7, Hillis Miller!®, and Stephen Greenblatt!®.

Moving to the Indian context, he points out that postmodernism firstly found place
in the debates of Bangla intellectuals during the 1960s, later in the 1980s in the debates of
Hindi scholars and, before the beginning of the new millennium, it spread among all In-
dian languages (p. 20). According to Palival India had not fully reached modernity when
the “tornado of postmodernism” arrived and nowadays its influence is clearly visible in
all the fields of human life, from history to fashion, from religion to movies, from art to
advertisements. In the postmodern era the American cultural model has become predomi-
nant and today it seems that “the children of intellectuals, officers and powerful merchan-
ts, etc do not know Indian calligraphy, nor the stories of Parsicatantra or to count in Hin-
di”20 anymore. This is a form of new cultural colonialism, but India seems to be happy
with that. From a literary point of view, Manohar Syam Josi, with his novels Kasap, Kuru
kuru svaha, T-ta profesar, Hariya Harkyiliz ki hairani, is the emblem of the Hindi au-
thors who have started to play the game of the consumeristic, global culture (pp. 75-76).

Nonetheless, another essential aspect of postmodernism is its refusal of all kinds of

centralism (kendravad), the stress it lays on pluralism (bahultavad) and multiculturalism

16 7e7e: g AT aTeat & IS Nl o7 YISaTar, T57 ATHISAATal, 77 IATHALATAl, T8 HIAATATa,
T HIEH A ATHTSTATEl (ST (MefearaisT) g1 (Palival, 2008, p. 17)

17 Author of Future Shock (1970), The Third Wave (1980) and Power Shift (1990), Alvin Toffler is known
for his work on the digital and communications revolutions and on their effects on worldwide cultures (see
Palival, 2008, p. 14).

18 Hillis Miller is an American literary critic deeply influenced by deconstruction. Among his works Palival
(2008, p. 42) refers to Fiction and Repetition: Seven English Novels (1982) and The Linguistic Moment:
Sfrom Wordsworth to Stevens (1985).

19 Writer and professor at Harvard University, Stephen Greenblatt is one of the founders of new historicism,
a form of literary theory originated during the 1980s, which aims to understand literary works through their
cultural and historical context, and history through literature. Among Greenblatt's works Palival (2008, pp.
43-46) quotes Renassance Self-Fashioning (1980), and the essay Towards a Poetics of Culture (1987).

20 e, e, a2 =TTl ot F ag F S FHTeRET ST @ F 9=+ 6 wgreay, 7 Za
#¥ Rreem (Palival, 2008, p. 76)
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(bahu-samskrtivad). In a similar perspective the phenomenon of uttar-adhuniktavad has
to be considered strictly in connection with the emergence of new voices: dalits, women,
homosexuals, marginalized groups in general have started to lay claim to their rights and
public roles (pp. 21-22). On “women’s discourse” (stri vimars) — which Palival defines
as a social and political force, a sort of global renaissance that is radically changing the
concepts of femininity and masculinity — it is interesting to notice that the only women-
authors that the critic mentions are Subhadra Kumari Cauhan?! and Mahadevi Varma?2,
with no references to the younger generations (pp. 94-95). In general Palival asserts that
postmodernism, in literary terms, manifests itself not only as a reflex or response to the
global, consumer society, but also as a desire of being set free from the dominance of
high-caste groups, overcoming the traditional sense of reverence towards their cultural
products. On this Palival argues:

until now we have been considering works like Ramcaritmanas
or Kamayani or Ram ki Saktipija or Godan excellent on an intel-
lectual, cultural and aesthetic level. We have been in subjection
due to their greatness. But if we deconstruct these works it will
start to appear clearly, hidden behind the language and the sub-
texts within the text, their elitist ideology, sympathy, form, cre-
ation and sub-scheme.23

When even those texts usually considered emblems of empathy and attention for the
downtrodden are questioned, it is necessary to give shape to a new literature. A literature
which directly gives voice to the oppressed and the usually neglected, creating a new aes-

thetics and poetics.

The last text that I wish to mention here is Uttar-adhunikta: sahitya aur samskrti ki
nayi soc (Postmodernity: literature and new cultural thinking, 2012) by Devendra Issar24.
Its slant is highly theoretical, with almost no concrete references to Hindi literary texts.
The author (pp. 17-27) starts his discourse by posing some general questions: what is the
relation between literature and other disciplines, such as philosophy, psychology or socio-

21 Subhadra Kumari Cauhan (1904-1948) authored the well-known poem Jhansi ki rant (1928), whose
protagonist, queen Laksmibai, became a national heroine due to her strenuous struggle against the British in
defense of Jharhsi’s population. She was personally involved in the protests against the British and was ar-
rested twice.

22 Mahadevi Varma (1907-1987) was a major poet of chayavad, but also the author of various biographical
texts, a social activist and educationist. On her work see Orsini, 2004, pp. 54-82.

23 ST T gH “THALAHATT AT “FHTHTAAL AT TR AT TR AT TR STET FIAAT FT S {goh-A e iaah-
Hizates are 97 fafore AW w2 81 =96 Geme-afgar @ afyqa 1 §) 9t afs gq == Ffaat & R=-
T fadeT ¥ 91 uTd 8 % =6 T (FFe) F T wig suaret s wrar & fie B snivsarer
=TT, AT, ®O-ATSET, FF-Teme, STHTH-ASHT #0F fTEre 39 @Rt 81 (Palival, 2008, p. 23)

24 Devendra Issar (1928-2012) was not only a critic, but also an exponent of sacetan kahani, “the story of

awareness”, a “movement” which developed during the Sixties as a reaction to nayi kahani. See Consolaro,
2011a, pp. 194-195.
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logy? Is any autonomy possible for literature? What could be the meaning of classical In-
dian aesthetics in the modern (or postmodern) era? What is the relation between Western
and local literary theories? Is any unified critique possible, merging Western and Eastern
theories? Issar explicitly says that he has no thorough and complete answers to these que-
stions and after discussing them briefly he touches various arguments related to postmo-
dernism and the contemporary condition. He reflects, for instance, on the complex and
ambiguous relation between uttar-adhunikta and its necessary counterpart, adhunikta (pp.
41-51), on the omnipresent “sense of ending” (end of God, of man, of history, of ideolo-
gies, of art... pp. 61-76), and on the relation between culture and technology (pp.
115-154). He retraces the evolution of the concept of “ideology” (pp. 85-88), quoting We-
stern thinkers such as the Enlightenment philosopher Destutt De Tracy2s, who coined the
term “ideology”, the Hungarian-born sociologist Karl Mannheim and his Ideology and
Utopia26, and the American sociologist Daniel Bell27 with his The End of Ideology. He
addresses the origins of the word “post-modern”, as per Arnold Toynbee’s28 acceptation,
and discusses its peculiarities again referring to various Western thinkers, from Lyotard to
Foucault, from Derrida to Toeffler (pp. 31-40). As the postmodern worldview is basically
perceived as a Eurocentric model (or, better said, a model essentially related to the USA
and to some European countries), Issar (pp. 53-54 and 158-166) wonders if it is possible
and correct to interpret through it different historical and cultural realities. It is undeniable
that some specificities of postmodernism are pertinent to developing countries as well —
from the fall of master-narratives to the rebirth of folk art, from lack of faith in rationali-
sm to a new attention for small, regional realities and subaltern groups — nonetheless the
local cultural bases cannot be neglected. Among the “non-Western” critics dealing with
postmodernism and “Eastern realities”, Issar quotes Edward Said and his well-known
works Orientalism (1978) and Culture and Imperialism (1993), Akbar Ahmed’s Postmo-
dernism and Islam: Predicament and Promise (1992) and Ziauddin Sardar’s article Do
Not Adjust Your Mind: Post-modernism, Reality and the Other (1993). Referring more

specifically to Indian literatures he complains about the excessive dependence on the We-

25 Antoine Destutt De Tracy (1754 — 1836) was a French philosopher and aristocrat, founder of the Société
des idéologues. His chief work is Eléments d’idéologie, where he defined ideology as the "science of
ideas”.

26 Jdeology and Utopia (1936) is Karl Mannheim’s (1893 — 1947) most famous text. Here ideology is con-
ceived as the true nature of any given society, as a system of thought, based on values and interpretive pa-
rameters which are valid within that specific system.

27 Daniel Bell (1919 — 2011) was an American sociologist, writer, editor, and professor at Harvard Univer-
sity, particularly renowned for his studies on post-industrialism. In the collection of essays The End of Ide-
ology (1960) he discussed the exhaustion of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century ideologies.

28 Toynbee was the first scholar to use the word “post-modern” in the Anglo-Saxon context (in his A4 Study

of History, a twelve-volume universal history, published between 1934 and 1961), adopting it to refer to the
last phase of Western civilization, which started (in his opinion) around 1875.
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stern canon, from which, in many cases, the literary glossary and evaluation parameters
are taken (pp. 53-57 and 165).

As previously mentioned, this has been just an overview of some of the earliest
contributions in Hindi on postmodernism. Starting from the next section I will discuss in
greater detail some other texts, which, in the light of my research interests, are particular-
ly useful and thought-provoking. The first author that I will introduce is Pandey Sasib-
hiisan Sitams$u, who tried to defined and exemplify four basic ingredients of a postmodern

text.

2.2.2. Sitams$u and the four ingredients of a postmodern text

[ came across Sttams$u’s article Uttar adhunik sahitya-srsti aur samiksa drsti ke bic
“Varen Hestings ka samd” (“Warren Hastings’ bull”, between the postmodern literary
creation and critical perspective) while reading Sure$ Patel (2013) and Safijay Cauhan’s
(2011) books on postmodern Hindi literature. Both the authors have underlined the scarci-
ty of critique focusing on this topic and address Sttamséu’s contribution as a crucial one.
Pandey Sasibhiisan “Sitamsu’’s article was published in the literary magazine Madhumatt
in 2000 and can actually provide multiple causes for reflection. First of all, the critic
briefly retraces the origins of postmodernism in the Western world, referring to its earliest
manifestations in architecture and to the theoretical enquires made by Lyotard and Bau-
drillard (Sitamsu, 2000, p. 5). At the same time he highlights that nowadays this phe-
nomenon cannot be relegated to Europe and the USA, and that in India feudal and tradi-
tionalist trends coexist with modern and postmodern ones.

According to STtaméu postmodernism is basically a reaction to modernism. In fact,
if the keywords of the latter were totality (sampiirnta) and rationality (vivek), the basic
concepts of postmodernism are plurality (bahultavad) and desire (iccha). While moderni-
ty is the era of ideologies, of the definition of national borders, postmodernity states their
end and the birth of a new global consciousness (bhaugolik cetna). Moreover, postmoder-
nism is focused on the present time, denying any historical consciousness and underlining
the importance of phenomena such as eventuality (ghatniyta), untimeliness (asamaypa-
raktd) and anachronism (kaldosta). The critic complains about the attitude of the Hindi
intelligentsia, which has started to attack the concept of postmodernism without any in-
depth knowledge. He believes that this cultural manifestation cannot be neglected, parti-
cularly in the field of literary criticism, as it may provide useful devices for textual inve-
stigation. As Nirmal Varma wrote, a work of art does not say anything, does not teach
anything, it makes a revelation, and within this revelation there is no despotic, univocal
truth, but multiple and contradictory possible truths. To gather this revelation in its va-
rious shades is the aim and the peculiarity of the postmodern critique (Sitamsu, 2000, p.
8).
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After this general introduction to the topic, Sttamsu discusses four elements which
he deems crucial for approaching postmodern literary critique. These elements are: the
effectiveness of seduction versus production?? (lilabhav banam utpadan ki sakriyta), the
urgency of overcoming institutional traditions (samsthanik parampard ka atikraman),
escaping from cultural dogma (samskrtik anusasan se palayan) and aurality versus visua-

lity (Sravansilta banam caksusta). The author explains each of them as follows:

I) Lilabhav banam utpadan ki sakriyta

In the postmodern era literature is no longer considered a reflection of society, it is
no longer subordinated to hard facts. On the contrary, it has become a game of seduction,
of presence and absence, of veiled and unveiled meanings. Nowadays, it seems that litera-
ture is following a trajectory which is opposite to that of scientific realism and rationality.

Literature is now essentially an entertainment, an alluring game (Sitamsu, 2000, p. 8).

IT) Samsthanik parampara ka atikraman

Postmodernism wants to go beyond any restrictions imposed by traditional institu-
tions, such as society, family, marriage. These boundaries were attacked by several
movements of the past, but none of them attempted to deconstruct all totalizing concepts
and theories in such a radical way. In this context Sitamsu refers to the feminist move-
ment as well: as the literary field has been largely dominated by male authors, women are

struggling to find their own space and way of writing (Sttamsu, 2000, pp. 8-9).

1) Samskrtik anusasan se palayan

In Sitamsu’s opinion postmodernism may be described as an illusory fascination
(mayik akarsan), which leads to overcome traditional cultural restrictions. “Global-cul-
ture” is becoming the new keyword and the local cultural inhibitions are considered out-
dated (Sitamsu, 2000, p. 9).

IV) Sravansilta banam caksusta

At the beginning of the Twentieth century, imagism (bimbvad kd andolan) gained a
primary significance, but nowadays echoes and resonances are even more important than
images. Sttamsu quotes the deconstructionist approach to the text, whose aim is to dis-
close any hidden echo. The philosophy of deconstruction, in fact, shows that there are no
pure texts (suddh path), as there are always traces of previous ones (antar pathom or in-
tertext). In this perspective literature becomes a trace (cihn), a “trace of meaning” (arth-
cihn) and if we disregard it we cannot properly understand any work of art (Sitamsu,
2000, pp. 9-10). The critic refers also to other concepts of the Derridian philosophy, such

29 The English translation of the key terms /ilabhav and utpadan is provided by the author.
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as différance’, iterability3! (translated into Hindi with the world avrtti) and reversal3?
(translated as pratiptd), defining them essential for any kind of postmodern analysis.

The following step of Sitam$u’s argument is based on the analysis of Uday Prakas’s
short story Varen Hestings kda samd (Warren Hastings’ bull)33, highlighting the relevance
of each of the above listed elements. Varen Hestings ka samd is described as a postmod-
ern text, where the historiographic component plays a fundamental role (Sitamsu, 2000,
p. 10). Nevertheless, this component is indissolubly intertwined with fantasy and the
reader is unable to distinguish the former from the latter (see also section 4.1.3). More-
over, eighteenth-century events and issues are linked to contemporary ones. Sitamsu de-
fines Uday Prakas’s short story as an example of literature of pleasure and of detachment
from cultural traditions and institutions.

Let us start from the presence of lildbhav within the text (Sttamsu, 2000, pp. 10-12).
Initially Uday Prakas depicts the eighteenth-century Hindustan in a traditional manner,
through the images of women at work, cutting wood, fishing, selling food in a market,
filling pots. Against this traditional background he refers to the amorous games (hence
considering /ilabhav in quite a literary acceptation) that animates the British Governor’s
estate and its surroundings. The author recounts Warren Hastings’ relation with one of his
servants, Cokhi, but also the sexual relations between Mohint Thakur (the daughter of a
rather powerful family, desirous of establishing a strong connection with the British and
benefiting from it) and some English gentlemen. Sitam$u highlights that /ilabhav operates

in the story in two different ways. Let us consider first Mohin1’s case: initially, with her

30 Derrida coined the neologism différance to demonstrate “the limits of speech in attaining full and imme-
diate self- presence or self-identity. Derrida’s invented term alludes to the irreducibility of a movement both
of spacing and temporalization (in différance both difference and deferral are at play) which in fact produ-
ces differences themselves, of the kind that Saussure wants to install at the heart of the arbitrary and relatio-
nal identity of the sign for example” (Wortham, 2010, p. 38). The word différance comes from a graphic
alteration of the French world différence, which can be noticed in a written text, but which cannot be heard.

31 Wortham in his Derrida Dictionary writes on iterability: “every mark, each singular text or irreplaceable
event is at once a unique, ‘once-and-for all” occurrence and yet manifests or inscribes itself on condition of
a possible re-marking. Thus, the ‘singular’ is always repeatable; or, rather, it is iterable, since every repeti-
tion (ifer — ‘again’) inevitably alters (ifara — ‘other’), just as each signature — as the supposed hallmark of
identity — nevertheless attains validity only on condition of its inscription at another time or in a different
place. Iterability isn’t just a simple add-on, then, an extrinsic and dispensable ‘extra’ that comes along after
the fact of an original form or presence. Instead, iterability implies a supplementarity that goes all the way
down” (Wortham, 2010, p. 78).

32 Reversal is another important strategy of the philosophy of deconstruction which Derrida borrowed from
Nietzsche, referring to the reversal of metaphysical oppositions. According to Derrida to execute a reversal
of metaphysics as a system of opposition it is not enough to invert it; what is necessary is an opposition
which does not recreate a term-for-term opposition, a movement of oblique reversal is required (Haar, 2002
pp. 73-74).

33 A well-known short story from the collection Paul Gomra ka skiitar, it was made into a theatrical version
by Arvind Gaur (2001). The story narrates Warren Hastings’ life, from his childhood to the love affair with
the Bengalin Cokhi, from his office as Governor of the East India Company to the moral decay of old age.
The story is a harsh critique against corruption and malpractice that during the Eighteenth century, as well
as today, afflicted India.
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lascivious behavior, she aims to gain material benefits for her family. She is moved by
reason. However, gradually she starts to feel a real attachment towards one of the En-
glishmen and her rational and pragmatic game becomes a passionate one. Due to her new
feeling she is scolded by her mother: desire and reason (respectively emblems of postmo-
dernism and modernism) inevitably clash. Warren Hastings’ trajectory is quite different.
When he meets the young, native servant Cokhi, he seems to surrender to passion. He
forgets rationality (vivek) in the name of desire (icchd), leaving behind the norms of his
industrial, modernist country. Warren Hastings starts to think about himself as Krsna and
about Cokhit as Radha. Nonetheless, after Cokh1’s death and with the presence of his Bri-
tish wife, this postmodern game of seduction vanishes: “he became a common white man,
old and bald. After Cokht’s death his world of dreams came to an end. There was no more
fantasy in his life. And when a human being has no more dreams, fantasy and all his my-
ths are destroyed, he just remains a pragmatic and calculating man34.

Moving to the urgency of overcoming institutional traditions, Sitamsu invites his
readers to linger over the characters’ oscillating attitude towards their own traditions. In
their ambivalent relations with tradition he sees a typical postmodern feature. Warren
Hastings, for instance, initially seems to overcome European traditions: for some time he
attempts to learn the local language, he wears traditional Indian clothes and with Cokht
recreates Radha and Krsna’s sensual game. Nonetheless, in the end he re-assimilates
British customs and adheres to the negative stereotype of the modernist, insensitive set-
tler. On the other hand, women like Mohini Thakur and her mother Nandini forget their
Indian traditions in order to gain material benefits from the East India Company. More-
over, — Sitaméu argues — Uday Prakas$ offers multiple descriptions of traditional Indian
culture, but at the same time he goes beyond it. There are, for instance, several references
to the devotion to Krsna, to Jayadeva’s hymns33 (sung by Buntii, one of the local friends
of the Governor) and to many traditional concepts. Sitams$u, for example, quotes the
words of the sadhu Anand Murari to Warren Hastings on the illusory nature of reality:
“Son, everything you see is deceit, maya, illusion. The whole earth is nothing but the
playground of Krishna Kanhaiya, the supporter of Govardhan. Everything that is happen-
ing, all the things that make you happy or unhappy, everything is just a game! It is im-

34 All English translations from this short story are mine. The original Hindi text is as follows:

THA ST o G-I qE ST, FET S AT [T I=dT AT TAT. AT % 7 gl F I8eh eaul il greram
T 3T BT AT, S{Taq § Fre Hadll 7 TE1. 3T ST e AqeT & 9 a9 7 78 10, FedT 7 7 o7 s 9z
BT ST qT 9 T ATAGIF TATIATET SEHT o &9 § a7 ¥g ATAT &. (Prakas 2004, 143)

35 Jayadeva was a Sanskrit poet, lived during the Twelfth century. His best-known composition, Gitagovin-
da, celebrates Krsna’s love with the gopis and particularly with Radha.
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permanent... but eternal’3¢. And there are other references to local traditions during the
last encounter between Cokhi and Warren Hastings. The girl wants to know if the Gover-
nor has actually decided to create a map of India, something that she considers terrible.
Referring to a sort of voodoo practice, she thinks that the aim of creating a map could be
no other than to destroy her country. When finally she stabs herself, she does not appear
as Radha anymore: to Warren Hastings’ eyes she has become Durga, “that woman seated
on a tiger, with a horrible human head in her hands, that he kept on seeing in statues and
paintings’37. After this episode and due to the presence of his British wife, Warren Hast-
ings goes back to his “modern world”.

At the same time, within a traditional Indian scenario, we can see some local offi-
cers who betray their own traditions, in their desire to become wealthy. A British officer
describes this situation in one of his letters:

they were slaves, more than slaves in ancient Rome. Generally,
they belonged to a high caste. They started to eat beef, to speak
English, to wear Western-style clothes and they started to consid-
er their own ancient traditions as nonsense. Apart from their fea-
tures and from the color of their skin, they were completely Eng-
lish. [...] They are our subjugated shadows. They will rule India
for us3s.

Sitams$u highlights how Uday Prakas plays with present and past: on one hand, the
contemporary desire to overcome local tradition that had already existed two hundred and
fifty years before; on the other hand, traces of the past — in this specific case, traces of
the British dominion — continue to exist in contemporary India. To Sitamsu this aspect of
the short story could be linked to the Derridian concept of sous rature, which he mentions
with the English word irezar (Sttamsu, 2000, p. 13). Sous rature (a concept originally de-
veloped by the German philosopher Martin Heidegger) refers to a word which is crossed
out in a text, but still remains legible. It implies that a particular signifier is not complete-
ly suitable for the concept it represents, but has to be used due to the limitations of our
language. To my understanding, STtam$u wants to highlight that the past and traditions are

under erasure, hence present, but in a problematic way in the construction of contempo-

36 7rgT, ST A1 4 39 ¥ET § 99 (AT 8, 99 AT €)1 99 9H 1 T AT ¥ A7 IH MAGALT FOT Fvg T hT

FAATSIHT €1 ST AT T BT =1 2 A7 g e off qEt-gdt gran g 9 99 AT §... 78 A= T g... 9 =
... (Prakas, 2004, p. 126)

37 =t TreT TRl oA q7 A% U St a7 g i of1, e grr # T Sae @9 w6 Fer ga 7 grar
T &Y foraer = ofie gt ag st T@ar Tgar 9Tl (Prakas, 2004, p. 142)

38 g I T & T % TATHI I T SATET [ATH g1 THH SATITAL HAT SATd 6 AN 2| Irg i a1 GET &
T faaT 81 SIS A @ §) T FIL T8 ¢ AT Iraid (eged T di JT IRFIET T hIEdAr wgAr
F T 33T g1 T T o1 T T STt @41 % T o SAATAT qATehl a9 AT | S o6 gasg gl [..] o
AT ST [ATH FrATY €| STRAT § HET 9T YTHH a8l FaT| g0 S ST F1 GIEH? AT Al AT
Ta At T2 TAT Tot [ATH FIATU I FI(T| 98 SAT § AT &f T 1T (Prakas, 2004, p. 133).
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rary narratives; at the same time the present time is under erasure in Prakas’s narrative
about colonial India.

The third postmodern element to be considered is strictly related to the previous
one, and is defined by Sitamsu as samskrtik se paldyan, that is to say the willingness to
escape from cultural traditions. To the critic, myth, dream, fantasy and spirituality are the
main ingredients of the Indian culture. Nevertheless, nowadays, people from all around
the world (Indian people included) are running away from them. This aptitude can be
seen both in eighteenth-century and contemporary India: Warren Hastings lost his dreams,
his fantasy, his spirituality, but it seems that in contemporary India all the people are fol-
lowing this same trajectory. Those episodes which happened two hundred and fifty years
ago are reaching their peak today.

The final element to which Sitam$u devotes special attention is the aural dimension
(Sravansilta) of the short story. The reader, browsing through it, immediately notices that
Uday Prakas inserted the pictures of two paintings. It may seem that he is bowing to vi-
suality (caksusta), but it is actually the contrary. The author’s aim is to analyze these pain-
tings and to deconstruct their superficial meaning, revealing their embedded resonances.
In the first painting (Mr. and Mrs. Warren Hastings, realized by Johann Zoffany in 1783
and available at the Victoria Memorial Museum of Calcutta) Warren Hastings is depicted
together with his wife under a banyan tree. In the background, there is the city of Calcut-
ta. In his left hand, the Governor is holding a cane and a hat, while in his right, his wife’s
hand. Behind the couple there is one more character, a native girl. It is on her role and on
her relationship with Warren Hastings that Prakas focuses his attention:

“She has big eyes. In her right hand there is Warren Hastings
wife’s hat, on which a crest of feathers of a rare white bird stands
out. [...] But if you look carefully you will discover that between
that young servant, standing under a banyan tree, behind Warren
Hastings’ wife, and Warren Hastings himself there is a deep con-
nection, invisible and indescribable. It will seem that Warren
Hastings is holding his wife’s hand to reassure her and to conceal
the relationship. And you will discover why both Warren Hastings
and the Bengali girl have a hat in their hands, while Warren Hast-
ings’ wife has nothing. Then, when the picture starts to disclose
its meanings and messages, you will discover that the painter Jo-
hann Zoffany painted that picture in order to show the relation-
ship between Warren Hastings and the local girl, even though
they were trying to conceal it under the hats in their hands. How-
ever, Johann Zoffany reached his goal, because he managed to
catch the feelings in the eyes of the girl and of Warren Hastings.
Yes, look carefully. Those people, that Bengali girl and Warren
Hastings, are looking at each other with passion, enraptured, and
his lanky wife, overdressed according to the Imperial style, is
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standing between them, but she is just appearance. Because she is
a British symbol™°.

In this way, Uday Prakas deconstructs the painting, showing a reality which is more com-
plex than the one supposed. The characters’ eyes and hands talk silently to a patient and
careful observer, revealing a new interpretative key.

The second painting included in the short story was made by an unknown artist and
is part of a private collection. It depicts Purley Hall, an estate in Berkshire rented by War-
ren Hastings while awaiting his trial for corruption. In front of the elegant building, a sta-
ble boy is leading a magnificent black horse. In the right-hand corner there are a cow and
a calf; in the left there is a chained black bull. Uday Prakas suggests that a careful obser-
ver will be unable to avert his eyes from this bottom, left-hand corner, from the myste-
rious and furious animal. He/she will start to perceive that there is something more benea-
th appearance, but what is this? To provide a first hypothesis it will be necessary to recall
the story of Warren Hastings’ bull, a story which is indeed central, as it gives the title to
the short story. The author informs his readers that when the Governor went back to En-
gland, he took with him five brahma cows and a bull, which he had received as a gift. Un-
luckily in Britain the cows were no longer considered symbols of the earth, and creatures
with their own personalities: they were just goods, sources of milk, meat and leather. The
cows stopped eating and one by one started to be ill. Within a few months four of them
died. The last cow mated with the bull and for some time they recreated a sort of family.
However, when their calf died, the cow became inconsolable and starved to death. The
bull became crazy out of anger and sorrow. One evening, while Warren Hastings (after
being acquitted in his trial for corruption) was returning home in his carriage with his
wife, the bull attacked and injured them. The crazy animal destroyed the carriage and tore
apart the stomach of the black steed: the bull raged against them as they were both sym-
bols of the British empire. But in this way the animal became a risk for England and was
shot dead by a platoon of the British army. Sitaméu highlights that the multiple echoes of

meanings related to this animal cannot be understood within the limits of the more super-

39 IHAT TE-TET AG &1 IHF IR 21T § N iRevg Y aedt &7 g2 €, S fret gt sraq wefy % a2t
FT FoR (T AT g2 B1[...] AT ST ST AT & 3T 3T % 26 = F1 @ qT ATHRT TqT FAT AT 16 39
TR & UL & A1, aA gieet™ il Tt % T Gt 39 AT ST A1 T ae g™ & o= #ir
T, AZLT T ATLATIUT Hael g1 STHT Tg TR o AT gIeead I TAT FT T THEHT I FLET
T g, S Haer A T 1 T F 7T 2| - o7 36 e F [ A0 7 Afew ane e
ST ST AT K FTAT H Y 9T FAT 7, AT AT giees® fi TAT A1 g1 @At 21 i a9 78 oA
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T g (Prakas, 2004, pp. 127-128)
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ficial plot: it is necessary to investigate its deeper structure. Uday Praka$ himself raised
several questions about the image of the bull. Did he go crazy only because of the death
of the cow and of the calf? Did he sacrifice his life in a struggle against the Western indu-
strial society which is inhuman and devoid of any compassion? Or did he fight and die
like some fanatics in order to preserve the traditions and myths of his country? Did he die
as a devoted servant of his homeland in his struggle against British imperialism? All these
images can be included in the bull image. But there is something more, as the words of an
old lama reveal at the end of the story: “that bull hasn’t died yet” (Sitamsu, 2000, p. 16).

Moving from the concept of différance, Sitamsu (2000, pp. 17-18) investigates
more deeply the image of the bull. First of all, he remarks that the animal physically ap-
pears only in the last part of the story, but is it completely absent in the previous part? Is it
something tangible or abstract? According to the critic, in the first part of the story, the
bull actually exists in Warren Hastings’ mind and is even more dangerous than “the exter-
nal one”. This is the bull of Western industrial society and culture, devoid of any compas-
sion and inhuman. Warren Hastings’ wife awakes this bull. The madness of this inner bull
leads Warren Hastings towards immoral and corrupt behavior. His cruelty seems to reach
his peak during the famine in 1769-70, when the Governor, despite the death of millions
of people and the desperate conditions of the survivors, continued to collect land taxes
and other duties. The bull of Warren Hastings’ mind, with its extreme pragmatism, took
devastation everywhere. To summarize, within the short story there are two bulls, facing
each other: the bull of Western, industrial mentality and the bull of “Indian-ness”. It
seems that the bull of industrialization has killed the Indian one. This is as true today as it
was in the Eighteenth century. Nonetheless, the old lama’s statement at the end of the tale
may be read as a declaration of hope: Indian-ness has not died. Despite the spread of We-
stern culture, there is room for hope. Uday Prakas knows the strengths and weaknesses of
both Western and Indian culture, of modernity and postmodernity. In actual fact, he can-
not be considered a supporter of postmodern values, but he is aware that they are sprea-
ding within Indian society and it is not possible to reject them in a simplistic way (Si-
tamsu, 2000, p. 19).

Sitam$u concludes his analysis of Varen Hestings ka samd stressing that it can be
considered a successful example of postmodern intertextuality, which could not have
been written at the times of Warren Hastings. Moreover, he emphasizes the validity of the
postmodern process of critique, particularly the deconstruction of the multiple echoes
embedded within a text. A similar method of investigation can be applied to several types
of texts and should not be set aside as a mere fashion, imported from Western societies.

I consider Sitam$u’s article particularly relevant as it is one of the first attempts to
outline a possible declension of postmodernism in Hindi literature. The critic not only
recalls the basic concepts of Western scholars, but creates a personal interpretation of this
cultural phenomenon. He identifies four elements which he considers peculiar to a post-

modern text and provides textual examples supporting his reasoning. Moreover, during an
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interview in December 2017, I had the opportunity to verify directly with Uday Prakas
how he perceived Sitaméu’s argument. He acknowledged its validity, highlighting that it
represents one of the first attempt to analyze his short story without a political filter40.
Even if “postmodernism is not a blanket which may cover everything” (using the writer’s
words), he agreed that, with an accurate contextualization, a postmodern reading of his
work is possible.

The next section will be devoted to the contributions provided by Sure§ Patel
(2013) and Saiijay Cauhan’s (2011), who explicitly referred to Sitamsu’s article as the
main source of inspiration for their analysis on postmodernism and recent Hindi literatu-

re.

2.2.3. Following Sitam$u’s path: Sure$ Patel and Safijay Cauhin

It is extremely hard to define postmodernism as it is an unstable and uncertain con-
dition, however, it is nowadays a worldwide tendency and cannot be ignored: this seems
to be the common starting point of Sure$ Patel and Safijay Cauhan’s texts, respectively
Uttar-adhunikta aur Uday Prakas ka sahitya (Postmodernity and Uday Prakas's litera-
ture, 2013), and Uttar-adhunikta aur Hindi upanyas (Postmodernity and Hindi novels,
2011).

Patel starts his analysis with a reflection on the terms adhunikta and uttar-adhunik-
ta. With regard to the former, he explicitly says that adhunik translates the English word
“modern”, hence it refers to a change in the social structure, to the birth of a new way of
thinking and of a new system of values. Adhunikta can be defined as “the attempt to as-
sert a new identity, overcoming traditional values”4!. Another common meaning of adhu-
nik is that of being “advanced”, being wealthy and rational, free from the interferences of
religious powers. This term is generally associated to the idea of “westernization”, that is
to say to the influence of the Western values on non-Western traditions. It is generally
agreed that modernization has spread across the world through colonialism and industrial-
ization, and in India, as in other former colonized countries, there is a shadow of Eu-
ropean modernity. Modernization — argues Patel — believes in secularism, wealth and
the scientific approach, and has substituted man for god and nature, with an increasing
sense of individualism (Patel, 2013, pp. 23-24).

As regards the second term, uttar-adhunikta is the name of a tendency that emerged
in Europe in the second part of the Twentieth century. Patel refers to Lyotard’s work The

Postmodern Condition and defines postmodernity as an evolution of modernity and at the

40 This is a clear reference to Marxist approach which dominated the Hindi literary scenario of the late
Twentieth century. See note 66.

41 e FRaT AT TR ATl T STAAedT § T2 AT Toh ST ATRAAT EATIUT A T THTH)
(Patel, 2013, p. 23)
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same time its conclusive phase. Nonetheless, nowadays postmodernism cannot be consid-
ered a condition of the Western countries only, as it is has gained a global relevance. In
the postmodern world, technology and global capitalism have caused national borders to
fade, asserting a new global dimension. Mass media have changed people’s relations with
reality, influencing their language, their symbols and their way of thinking (Patel, 2013,
pp. 24-27). In general it can be said that postmodernism refuses all unifying and centraliz-
ing theories and questions the modernist idea of history as a linear path or trajectory, with
a goal to be fulfilled. Postmodernism stresses the importance of plurality, against any to-
talizing ideology. It deals with minorities, with subaltern groups and shows their struggle
against dominating and oppressive forces. Moreover, postmodernism is immersed in
those realities it challenges: for instance, postmodernism lives within capitalism in order
to question it from the inside. Postmodernism does not conceal its relations with the con-
sumer society, on the contrary, it uses them to structure its critique. It is an intrinsically
contradictory phenomenon, but this is not perceived as negative or problematic. On the
contrary, postmodernism accepts the tensions that may exist between politics and aesthet-
ics, between history and narration. Within a similar context the distinction between liter-
ary genres starts to fade, as well as the separation between reality and imagination (Patel,
2013, pp. 31-35).

Referring more specifically to the Indian context the critic argues that postmoderni-
sm took shape during the Seventies as a reaction to a media and market-driven reality,
reawakening the sense of being Indians (Patel, 2013, p. 28). According to Patel (p. 30), in
the field of Hindi literature, many scholars consider postmodernism and post-structurali-
sm (uttar-samracnavad) as synonyms, but this is just a misinterpretation, as the former is
an epistemological, or a life condition (jiiandasa ya jivandasa), while the latter is a stra-
tegy of language reading (bhasa ke path ki ranniiti). The two phenomena are linked but
cannot be overlapped. Probably there is not yet a clear definition of what postmodernism
is, although novels like Manohar Syam Jo$1’s Kuru kuru svaha (1980), Virendra Jain’s
Diib (1991) and Surendra Varma’s Mujhe cand cahie (1993) are often linked to it. Other
novelists who Patel (p. 55) associates with postmodernism are Krsna Baldev Vaid, Vipin-
kumar Agraval, Mrdula Garg, Citra Mudgal, Alka Saravgi, Jaya Jadvani. As regards other
literary genres, postmodern traces can be found in Uday Prakas’s short stories, Rame$
BaksT’s theatre, and Aok Bajpeyi, Deviprasad Misra and Vinod Kumar Sukla’s poetry.

Both Patel and Cauhan underline the scarcity of critique focusing on postmod-
ernism in Hindi literature. During the last few decades the main critics were probably
Sudhi$ Pacauri and Devendra Issar, but none of them identified the essential elements
characterizing a postmodern work of art (Cauhan, 2011, p. 16; Patel, 2013, pp. 36-37). As
regards Sudhi$ Pacaurt’s Uttar-adhunik sahityik vimars (Postmodern literary discourse)
Patel argues that the author provided examples of postmodern novels and poetry, but he
did not clearly define what the bases of a postmodern text are. A similar problem is high-

lighted in Issar’s work, Uttar-adhunikta: sahitya aur samskrti ki nayt soc (Postmodernity:
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literature and new cultural thinking), which is perceived as a theoretical analysis, with a
lack of practical examples. A new way of performing a postmodern literary analysis
seems to be necessary. Both Patel and Cauhan propose the above analyzed article by
Pandey Saéibhﬁsan Sitéméu (Uttar adhunik sahitya-srsti aur samiksa drsti ke bic “Varen
Hestings ka samd”) as a valid model to be followed. They examine the four elements
identified as postmodern ones, and seek examples particularly from recent Hindi novels

and short stories. Below I will briefly reconstruct their arguments related to each element.

I) Utpadan banam lilabhav

In the postmodern era the notion of consumer society has become crucial and con-
sumption seems to determine people’s lives and identities. Postmodernism assimilates
everything into its /ila, its game of appearance. Echoing Baudrillard’s words both Patel
and Cauhan argue that if the cornerstone of the modern world was reality, now only its
shadow remains. The postmodern /ila is a chaya ki lila, a game of shadows, which de-
ceives and traps people. Today, according to them, its effects on literature are visible at
various levels, from the content to the language and style. Both critics (Cauhan, 2011, pp.
19-21 and Patel, 2013, pp. 37-42) distinguish various instruments through which the
postmodern /ila operates within society: advertisements (vijiapan ki lila), drugs and al-
cohol (nasakhori ki lila), movies, tv and fashion (Filmi/ ti.vi/ fashion ki lila), the allure of
wealth (arth/dhan ki lild) and power (pad prabhuttv ki lila), sex (yaun ki lild@) and techno-
logical development (fakniki lila). Concerning wealth, for instance, they state that it has
become one of the most important values of the postmodern era: it is seeping into all rela-
tions and fields of human life. Education, religion, social relations, everything is threat-
ened by the money god. It seems that everything can be bought, not only comforts, but
also a better social status, promotions, sex. Regarding this point, Patel quotes Sudhi$
Pacaur?’s analysis of Surendra Varma’s Mujhe cand cahie. The novel is defined as the sto-
ry of a “right choice” (the choice of the protagonist, Varsa Vasisth), a story of ambition, of
adjustment to the requirements of the market. Varsa has a successful career as an actress,
while her lover Hars has not. He is not able to conciliate art, work, affections and dies
seeking refuge in drugs. Varsa mourns his death, but she does not abandon the world of
cinema: she has accepted the laws of the market and because of this she is alive and has
(at least partially) reached “her moon” (Pacauri, 2010, p. 165 and Patel, 2013, p. 40).
Cauhan quotes, among others, a couple of examples from Kali-katha: vaya baipas by
Alka Saravgil. The first one refers to the protagonist’s daughter-in-law who complains
about the amount of money at her disposal per month: what can she do with five hundred
Rupees? She spends that amount just in the beauty parlor! The protagonist, Kisor Babi, is
quite upset by the young woman’s attitude (Cauhan, 2011, p. 39 and Saravgi, 2003, p.
202). Nevertheless, not only have the new generations forgotten real values, charmed by
appearance and money: even the protagonist’s wife complains about their son’s situation.

He should be helped by his father to buy a new car: a Maruti is a car for the middle class,
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with an Opel or a Ford his life would be completely different (Cauhan, 2011, p. 39 and
Saravgt, 2003, p. 111).

On the new role gained by sexuality, both Patel and Cauhan have a highly critical
attitude: it is considered an effect of the sub-culture produced by globalization and is af-
fecting society negatively. Cinema, television, adverts and beauty contests lure people
with glamorous and sensual images. Tv talks with no inhibitions about sexuality, contra-
ceptives, HIV so that nowadays even children could raise questions about sex (Patel,
2013, p. 41). Particularly Cauhan (2011, pp. 45-93) devotes many pages to the idea of
yaun lila, proposing multiple differentiations, primarily based on its nature, hence if it is
real and situated in the present time (pratyks yaun lila), if it is filtered through memory
(smrti yaun lild@) or imagination (kalpanik yaun lild). He even differentiates a so called
prakrtik lila (“according to nature”, so between a man and a woman) from aprakrtik lila,

referring to homosexual relations and to masturbation as “unnatural” behaviors42.

IT) Samsthanik parampara ka atikraman

Postmodernism attempts to break with all social restrictions and inhibitions. Within
such a context, Indian society is putting aside its traditional cultural values, proclaiming
their groundlessness. It is absorbing the global culture and wishes to go beyond all tradi-
tional institutions, such as marriage, family, society, religious and educational institutions.
Feminist and dalit movements can be considered representative of this tendency (Cauhan,
2011, pp. 22-23 and Patel, 2013, pp. 42-50). As regards the willingness to escape from
conjugal bonds (dampatya miilyom ka atikraman), for instance, both the authors underline
that in the postmodern era men and women are seeking for freedom and independence. In
this rush the marital bonds weaken and the number of divorces increases. There is no
more faith in marriage and extramarital relations are becoming common. According to
them, these changes are especially related to the female situation: women can work out-
side the domestic walls and have more opportunities to meet different people. Regarding
these new tendencies Cauhan (pp. 99-105) quotes some excerpts from Jaya Jadvani’s
Tattvamasi, Mrdula Garg's Cittakobra and Surendra Varma’s Do murdom ke lie guldasta,
where there are examples of women dissatisfied with their marriages, seeking extramari-
tal relations.

Strictly connected with the crisis of marriage is that of society (samajik miilyom ka
atikraman): traditional social bonds are perceived as too constraining, an obstacle to self-
realization. On this matter Cauhan (pp. 114-128) again particularly refers to the challenge
presented by women to the patriarchal system: contemporary novelists depict women
standing up for their rights, having children outside conjugal bonds or who want to decide

42 The expression aprakrtik lild may evoke the controversial Section 377 of the Indian Penal code, titled
“Unnatural offenses”, which states that “whoever voluntarily has carnal intercourse against the order of
nature with any man, woman or animal, shall be punished with imprisonment for life, or with imprisonment
of either description for a term which may extend to ten years, and shall also be liable to fine” (http://dev-
gan.in/indian_penal code/chapter 16.php#s377).
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about their marriages with no concern for family and social expectations (examples from
Citra Mudgal’s Avam and Surendra Varma’s Mujhe cand cahie and Manohar Syam Josi’s
Kasap).

In the public sphere, politics is also deteriorating (rajnitik mitlyom ka atikraman),
both at local and central levels. It has started to follow the laws of the market and of per-
sonal interest; ideals are dead, corruption is spreading. Cauhan (pp. 128-129) refers to
Manohar Syam Josi’s satirical work Netdji kahin as to an exemplifying text, while Patel
(p. 47) quotes multiple short stories like Uday Prakas’s Pol gomrd ka skiitar, Amriksimh’s
Dip, Maitraiyi Puspa’s Satraiij ke khilari, Giriraj Kisor’s Vi. ai. pi. tatha lalghar and Da-
modar Diksit’s Ghotala.

1) Samskrtik milyom se palayan

Due to globalization Indian culture and civilization are deeply influenced by those
of the West. Under the effect of tv, movies, malls and internet, Indian people are distanc-
ing themselves from the traditional culture and the protagonists of recent Hindi novels
perfectly mirror this situation. As previously mentioned they are escaping from marriage,
family, society and religion (Cauhan, 2011, pp. 23-25 and Patel, 2013, pp. 50-53). When
discussing the idea of parivar se palayan, for instance, Patel and Cauhan state that family
is no longer a solid institution. Not only conjugal relations, but also the relations between
parents and sons, brothers and sisters nowadays appear empty. On this matter Patel (p. 51)
refers to Mehrunnisa Parvez’s Girvi rakhi dhiip as a significant story: it deals with chang-
ing values in contemporary society and in particular with the indifference of a family to-
wards their old father. Other brief examples are taken from Citra Mudgal’s Avari, where a
woman is depicted while thanking god for her father’s death, and from Jaya Jadvant’s
Tattvamasi, where a girl prefers to stay at school than go home, due to the tensions in her
family (Cauhan, 2011, pp. 145-149).

On the crisis of the institution of education (Siksa se paldyan) the critics point out
that people seem to have lost the value of education and are interested in wealth and com-
forts only. On this theme multiple short stories can be mentioned: Jayanandan’s Bodigard,
Stryabala’s Kangal and Dirgh, Mral Pande’s Umesji and Mahe$§ Katare’s Is subah ka
kya nam diim show a deteriorating educational system and environment, with an increas-
ing rate of unemployment among educated people (Patel, 2013, p. 52). Among the novels,
Cauhan (p. 154) quotes Surendra Varma’s Do murdom ke lie guldasta, whose protagonist

abandons the academic world and becomes a gigolo.

IV) Sravansiita
If during the modern era visual elements were predominant, in the postmodern con-
text echoes and resonances play a fundamental role, giving new meanings to facts and

situations. These resonances are created through three main devices, which are vivibhin-
nata, avrtti and pratiyta (Cauhan, 2011, pp. 26-31 and Patel, 2013, pp. 53-54). With vivi-
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bhinnata the authors translate the Derridian neologism différance (see the previous sec-
tion, note 30), recalling simultaneously the idea of deferral and differentiation, hence both
a temporal and spatial movement. Cauhan (p. 159) says that it is generated through simi-
les (upma), metaphors (ripak), allusions (sanket), suggestions (vyanjnd), symbols
(pratik), etc. Through the lenses of différance there are no more univocal and stable mea-
nings. Avrtti translates the concept of iterability (see note 31). Through this device a text,
or a part of one, is duplicated with an alteration (according to the Derridian philosophy),
since iterability implies a modified repetition and not only reiteration. Finally, pratiyta or
pratipta (reversal, see note 32) is defined as the use of a linguistic unit in opposition to
another. If Patel does not investigate these concepts in detail (he devotes to them less than
two pages), Cauhan attempts a deeper analysis, providing examples from various novels
(like Surendra Varma’s Do murdom ke lie guldasta, Mrdula Garg’s Cittakobra, Jaya Jad-
vant’s Tattvamasi, Alka Saravgtr’s Kali-katha: vaya baipdas), but particularly from Suren-
dra Varma’s Mujhe cand cahie. Below I will summarize the critic’s main arguments and
examples from the latter novel.

With regard to vivibhinnata Cauhan focuses on the symbolic value of the title of the
novel: in a general sense “reaching the moon” stands for reaching happiness, and Varsa,
the protagonist, does whatever is possible to attain it. Moreover, the moon is connected to
the sky, to the dimension of imagination, in opposition to the earth which is the basis of
reality. Varsa decides to abandon her house and her conservative reality to seek a satisfy-
ing career and the world of her dreams. At the same time the moon stays also for Hars’s
love. Varsa starts her relationship with this young actor and the moon seems to become
full. Unfortunately, on the moon’s surface there are several dark spots as well, and they
spill onto Varsa’s life: in fact, she becomes an unmarried mother and her companion dies.
A veiled anticipation of Varsa’s troubles can be found in her name: actually her birth
name was Silbil, but she decided to change it into Varsa. The moon is clearly visible when
the sky is clear, but when it rains the moon is darkened by clouds: Varsa means rain and
therefore it is impossible for her to reach her desired moon completely.

As regards the concept of iterability in connection with intertextuality (antar-
pathiya avrttiparak sravansilta) Cauhan (pp. 188-199) shows the multiple references
made by Surendra Varma to the work of the Sanskrit poet Kalidasa. First of all, when Sil-
bil decides to change her name to Varsa, she explains her reasons to her father. She has
read Kalidasa’s Rtusamhara (the long poem for the six Indian seasons) and she especially
liked the rainy season, Varsa. Moreover, Cauhan suggests a possible parallel between the
effect of the rainy season and of Varsa’s work on her family: as the monsoon has a fun-
damental role in assuring the earth fertility and prosperity, in the same way Varsa, gaining
success, assures her family wealth. The second reference to Kalidasa is to Meghadiita
(The Cloud Messenger): in this case Varsa is missing her lover Hars, who has moved
from Delhi to Mumbai. She remembers the condition of separation described by the San-

skrit poem, hence she recalls a literary fopos, intertwining it with her personal experience
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(iterability as repetition with alteration). There are two more references to Kalidasa, the
first one to Sakuntala (to describe a woman’s beauty) and the second one to Raghuvamsa.
When Varsa becomes a famous actress she is served and attended in all her personal
needs. Once she remembers some verses from Raghuvamsa, where Rama and Laksman,
without even asking, are served by nature and gods.

Finally, concerning reversal (pratiptd) and intertextuality, the critic points out the
contrast between the present time (Varsa’s time) and a mythical/traditional past. Varsa’s
father, for instance, is compared to the mythical mountain king Himalaya: in the girl’s
eyes, her father, differently from Himalaya, does not care about her happiness and only
wants to impose his decisions (Cauhan, 2011, pp. 183-184). Towards the end of the novel,
after her lover’s death, Varsa remembers some verses from the Gita. In this case, suppo-
sedly, there is a contraposition between Hars and Arjuna’s behavior. As in Krsna’s words
Arjuna will fulfill his dharma by fighting: in this way he will find happiness both in kil-
ling or being killed. But Hars has chosen a different path: he has attempted to escape from
his life finding an illusory refuge in drugs and committed suicide. Finally, Cauhan identi-
fies a further contraposition between how Varsa reacts to Hars’s death and how she is
supposed to react. Again the girl remembers some verses from the Gita, related to the im-
perishable and eternal nature of the soul. After the body’s death, the soul is still alive, so
there should be no reason for mourning. Nonetheless, in actual fact, Varsa is overcome by
her lover’s death (Cauhan, 2011, pp. 185-186).

In conclusion, both Patel and Cauhan refer to Sitams$u’s article as an essential
source, but the structure and aim of their texts is completely different. Patel’s contribution
starts from the analysis of Stam$u’s postmodern elements, but they do not occupy a cen-
tral place. Basically they are functional to the introduction of the author’s main interest,
that is to say Uday Prakas’s work and its relation with postmodern tendencies. In addition
to this, Patel provides an overview of the concepts of adhunikta and uttar-adhunikta. On
the contrary, Cauhan’s goal is to develop Sitam$u’s argument and provide examples from
recent Hindi novels. Some of them, referring particularly to the concept of sravansilta
and intertextuality, can be quite interesting although I am not sure that they fit perfectly
with the Derridian concepts of différance, iterability and reversal. Nevertheless, they can
be good examples of echoes revealing themselves to a careful reader, and of intertextual
games. Unfortunately, in some other cases, the author’s quotations do not seem to be so
relevant nor pertinent. This is the case, for instance, of the excerpts quoted from Mujhe
cand cahie on nasakhort ki Ilild, hence on the possible role of drugs and alcohol in the
postmodern /ila. In the first episode one of the protagonists (Hars) is drinking some John-
ny Walker with another man, while in the second one Varsa is having a beer with a friend.
There is reference to alcohol, to the fact that nowadays even females drink, but nothing
more. Alcohol, in these excerpts, does not become a “mental escape” (on this see, for in-

stance, Cohen and Taylor, 1992, pp. 145-147) from the complexity of the contemporary
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world, nor alters the characters’ mental conditions, twisting the perception of reality. An-
other doubtful example can be found in relation to the idea of samdjik miilyom se
paldyan, hence referring to characters who are supposedly escaping from social values.
Cauhan (p. 153) quotes an episode from Manohar Syam Josi’s Hariya Harkyiliz ki
hairani, where the protagonist meets a relative, Hemuli Bojyii, and is asked to take a rest
from his “social tour” and to have a cup of tea with her. Hariya tries to refuse the invita-
tion saying that that was not the right day to stop at the old lady’s place. Cauhan simply
cites these few lines from the novel and states that from the lady’s words “it is clear that
there is an escape from social values. At the same time Hariya is also fleeing social cus-
toms and traditions™43. Maybe the old lady is using a flirtatious tone (which is considered
not suitable for a rather old widow) and in this sense she is passing some social conven-
tions, but the author does not say anything like that nor does he justify his statement.
Moreover, as regards Hariya’s behavior, it is even harder to understand why it should be
an example of samdjik mitlyom se paldayan: he is simply a rather odd man, who has devel-
oped a sort of “grammar” to handle his social visits, firmly establishing where and when
to stop for a tea and a longer talk. Hence, I would probably read his refusal more as an

example of his obsessions rather than a denial of social norms.

2.2.4. Sudhis Pacaurl

I would like to start this section by referring to the interview I had with the critic
Sudhi$ Pacauri in February 2016 at the University of Delhi. Arranging a meeting with
him was initially quite complicated, but it represented an extremely good chance to clari-
fy some concepts that I had previously read in some of his texts. First of all, I asked the
scholar the same question that many people have put to me since the beginning of my re-
search project: how can we talk about postmodernism in India, when there is probably not
yet any proper modernity? Pacauri started to describe India as a kaleidoscopic and com-
plex reality, a country dominated by strong contradictions, where traces of different eras
coexist undisturbed. We can find traces of pre-modernity in adivasi’s lifestyle; traces of
modernity in democratic institutions in the development of an extended middle class;
traces of postmodernity in the revolution of telecommunications, in participation in the
phenomena of consumerism and globalization. According to the critic, the most relevant
changes towards a postmodern condition started during the Nineties, during Narasimha
Rao’s term as Prime Minister. From an international point of view it was a decade domi-
nated by the dissolution of the Soviet Union and by the creation of a unipolar world, cen-
tered on the North-American model. From a local perspective it was characterized by a

considerable leap forward in the direction of liberalization, global market, consumerism

43 Ty graT g o g ATATSE-god ¥ TAqTA9 w31 91 g gt ot ararirs Sfa-farst & gemae wwar
2l (Cauhan, 2011, p. 153).
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and advanced capitalism. Despite this, areas of serious backwardness were clearly visible.
One major issue of this period was, moreover, an upsurge in communal violence:
episodes like the demolition of the Babri Masjid in 199244 again foregrounded the issue
of self and national identity.

As regards the Hindi literary field, Pacaur started his discourse with Premcand and
his socially engaged prose. The writer brought to light the issues of the subaltern and the
marginalized in a realist style, setting a model for many authors of the Twentieth century.
Even a more recent tendency like nayt kahani* is indebted to him, particularly in terms
of realism. Nonetheless, neither Premcand nor the majority of the authors who followed
directly experienced oppression or discrimination. Until the dawn of the new millennium
the downtrodden groups had no real chance to give voice to their sorrows, concerns and
aspirations. With the process of liberalization social changes considerably accelerated
(even if they mainly involved the middle class), and women and dalits started to lay claim
to their rights and to public recognition. These groups wanted to talk about their lives in
the first person. The emergence of these new voices is considered one of the essential in-
gredients of the contemporary literary scenario and may be linked to the postmodern con-
dition.

After this general introduction, I asked the scholar to indicate some novels for me
that he considered close to postmodernism. The first example he mentioned was Mujhe
cand cahie (1993) by Surendra Varma*. Its protagonist Varsa is quite different from the
usual heroines of the previous decades. Until nayi kahani, women were usually depicted
as sensitive and emotional, and extremely devoted to their partners. Varsa is different. She
is much more self-centered. Her personal realization is primarily connected to the public
sphere, to her job and artistic experiences (she is an actress). Even when her partner dies,
she does not step back. To Pacauri, such a character shocked the Indian middle class, even
though (or possibly because) she mirrors actual social changes. In this sense, within the
novel, the reader can find some possible postmodern traces. Nonetheless, the critic clearly
underlined that he was not talking about postmodernism as a full-bloom phenomenon,

rather about possible postmodern clues or traces.

44 On 6 December 1992, a large crowd of Hindu activists demolished the sixteenth-century BabiT Mosque
in the city of Ayodhya (see, for instance, Bacchetta, 2000, pp. 255-284; Gregg, 2104, pp. 52-72; McGuire,
Reeves and Brasted, 1996). The mosque was “charged” with being built on a Hindu sacred site, that is to
say on Ram’s birthplace. During the 1980s the Vishva Hindu Parishad, together with BJP (Bharatiya Janata
Party), started a campaign to build a new temple there, dedicated to god Ram. On 6 December 1992 a rally
was organized in Ayodhya, involving about 150.000 volunteers, with devastating consequences.

45 Nayi kahan is a Hindi literary movement born during the Fifties, mainly associated with the names of
Kamle$var, Mohan Rake$ and Rajendra Yadav. New Story writers dealt with people’s conditions in a
changed social context (dominated by rapid urbanization and industrialization), facing alienation, the crisis
of values, and difficulties in finding a new, modern identity. For the manifesto of nayi kahani see Kamles-
var 1969; while for a general introduction see Consolaro, 2011a, pp. 178-187 and Roadarmel, 1974.

46 Later in this section I will refer again to Mujhe cand cahie and to a more extended analysis provided by
Pacaurt in Uttar-yatharthvad (2012) and Uttar-adhunik sahityik vimars (2010).
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His further examples were two novels by Manohar Syam Jo$1 Kuru kuru svaha
(1980) and Hariya Harkyuliz ki hairani (1994). Regarding the former he simply invited
me to think about the main character (whose name is exactly the author’s name, Manohar
Syam Jo$i). At a first glance, he may appear a common, realist character, well integrated
within a specific historical and socio-cultural background. But he is actually a “magical
character”, whose identity is constructed on different layers. As for Hariya’s story*’,
Pacaurt pointed out the intrinsic critique to the realist tradition that it carries. Initially the
novel deals with Hariya’s miserable life, completely devoted to the care of his sick father.
This first part of the account may seem close to the realist tradition, but this semblance
vanishes at the death of Hariya’s father. From this moment on the story breaks into multi-
ple fragments with no chance of establishing an ultimate version. Another essential aspect
of the novel is its close tie with the local community from which it emerges, that is the
kumanumni*8 community in Delhi. Until the end of Twentieth century a work of art was
considered representative of society in a broad sense. Now literature is linked to little,
local traditions and, within the novel, a sort of identity is suggested between the story and
the kumaimni community.

Pacauri’s last examples referred to Vinod Kumar Sukla’s prose and particularly to
his last novels Khilega to dekhemge (1996) and Divar mem ek khirki rahtt thi (1997).
Both can be defined as celebrations of “small things”, and are characterized by extremely
reduced plots, by the absence of great events or tragedies, didactic intent or eternal truths.
In particular, the scholar briefly lingered over a central image of the second novel (for an
introduction to the novel see section 3.7), that is the elephant which appears on the pro-
tagonist's way to school. The pachyderm may appear just as an alternative vehicle which
connects Raghuvar Prasad’s (the protagonist) home and workplace, but is actually some-
thing more. First of all the elephant walks ponderously and provides a different perspec-
tive from which to observe everyday reality. The huge animal reminds us of another type
of life, belonging to ancient times, which proceeds un-rushed and in accordance with na-
ture. According to Pacauri, this lifestyle is comparable to that of the adivasi and repre-
sents a possible alternative to the frenzy of the contemporary world. Another noteworthy
aspect of the novel is that the main characters, Raghuvar Prasad and his wife, despite their
humble conditions, never complain about anything. This is undoubtedly a new way of
looking at the lower-middle-class, avoiding the hard tones of social realism.

To conclude the interview Pacaurl shortly recapitulated two of the most relevant
aspects of postmodernism. Firstly, he recalled the progressive detachment from modernist
master narratives, which are perceived as exhausted. Secondly, he highlighted the new

role acquired in literature by pleasure (see also section 4.3). In the consumer society, peo-

47 For this novel too, I will broaden the analysis later, as per Pacauri’s texts mentioned in note 1. For a gen-
eral introduction see section 1.1.

48 See section 1.1 note 2.

48



ple do not want to buy sorrow and suffering (which is a fundamental part of the realistic
tradition), but well-being and happiness. Therefore we start to encounter texts whose plot
is extremely reduced, with no great ideals or teaching. We find mosaics of daily-life im-
ages (no longer charged with the idea of social commitment), apparently “light plots”
with plenty of sexual allusions and fascinating puns. Literature becomes a pleasurable
game and a product of the consumer society, erasing the distance between its high and
popular forms.

Let us move now to Sudhi$ PacaurT’s text specifically devoted to postmodern is-
sues, that is Uttar-adhunik sahityik vimars (Postmodern literary discourse, 2010). Like
the critics introduced in the previous sections — Sitams$u, Patel and Cauhan — Pacauri
highlights the skepticism towards postmodernism which dominates the world of Hindi
literary critique. Postmodernism is often considered as a concept borrowed from Western
societies, a mere imported fashion. To him, however, postmodernism is nowadays an all-
pervading economic and cultural condition which cannot be neglected. In his contribution
Pacaurt provides a theoretical overview of postmodernism, based on Western thinkers,
but also the analysis of some Hindi texts which can be assimilated to this cultural phe-
nomenon. The critics that he mentions include, for instance, McGown*°, who identified in
the deconstruction of the totalizing nature of capitalism the main goal of postmodernism
(Pacaurt, 2010, pp. 14-15); Baudrillard>® and his concepts of signs and simulacra (pp. 16-
17, 97-98); Rorty, who defined postmodernism as an “ironist theory” (vidambandatmak
siddhantiki), which rejects eternal truths and univocal conclusions (pp. 21-22). From
Jameson Pacaurf recalls the well-known definition of postmodernism as the “cultural log-
ic” (samskritik tark) of late capitalism (p. 15), the ideas of “death of the subject”s! (karta

49 Author of the text Postmodernism and Its Critics (1991), John McGown provides a comprehensive over-
view of the philosophical bases of postmodernism and opens a new perspective on its political implications.
As stated in the text’s preface, the author attempts to understand what postmodernism is “by examining a
specific form of cultural critique that has become increasingly conspicuous in the academy since about
19757 (McGown, 1991, p. ix). Basically he discusses phenomena such as poststructuralism (referring to
Derrida and Foucault), contemporary Marxism (with references to Jameson, Eagleton and Said), and neo-
pragmatism (referring to Lyotard and Rorty) as variants of postmodernism.

30 Pacauri explicitly refers to Baudrillard’s texts In the Shadow of Silent Majorities (1978) and Simulations
(1983). The former discusses the relation between masses and meaning in the media society. In the contem-
porary world, argues the French philosopher and sociologist, communication merely communicates itself.
Masses, in a sort of “collective retaliation”, are indifferent to history, political events, art and culture. All
they do is “enjoy the spectacle”. Simulations comprises the English translation of Baudrillard’s previous
texts, Simulacre et Simulations (1981) and L'Echange Symbolique et la Mort (1977). Baudrillard claims
that, in our contemporary world, all reality and meaning have been replaced with symbols and signs, which
do not refer to anything except themselves. The illusion of reality becomes more and more impossible, and,
simultaneously, the line between true and false, the real and its artificial form becomes evanescent.

S1If the great modernist authors were associated with the idea of uniqueness and distinctiveness, such a
perception of the artist is no longer possible in the contemporary society. Total innovation appears impossi-
ble as everything has already been invented or said. The unique chance seems to be recycling the past
through the technique of pastiche (which differs from parody as it supposedly lacks any ironic connotation).
See the original argument in Jameson 2007, pp. 31-34.
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ki mrtyu), “effacement of history” (itihas ke vilop) “and schizophrenic writing”2 (pp. 36-
38). Moreover, the scholar refers to Lyotard and the end of the modernist master-narra-
tives (pp. 26-28); Foucaults3 and his genealogy (translated into Hindi with the term anu-
vamsikt, pp. 44-57); Derrida and his philosophy of deconstruction (pp. 78-95). These are
just some examples, but many others can easily be found. Among the Indian intellectuals
PacaurT mentions Aijaz Ahmad, a Marxist theorist and political commentator, detractor of
post-structuralism and postmodernism. Particularly Pacaurt (pp. 58-77) deals with the text
In Theory: Classes, Nations, Literature (1992), where Ahmad discusses the role of theory
and intellectuals in the movement against colonialism and imperialism. The text is known
also because of its polemical considerations on Fredric Jameson’s Third World Literature
in the Era of Multinational Capitalism, Edward Said’s Orientalism, Salman Rushdie’s
Shame, and in general about the group of subaltern studies. According to Pacauri, Ahmad
aims to construct a new, valid literary theory but he does not accept the challenges of
postmodernism, or better said, is unable to provide satisfying answers to the questions
posed by postmodernism.

Later, in a chapter titled Parody aur Pastiche (perodi aur pestic, pp. 96-117),
Pacaurt discusses some of the most relevant features of postmodern literature. Intertextu-
ality is undoubtedly the first one. In the contemporary world, in fact, intertextuality seems
to have become the very condition of textuality: it is no longer possible to create some-
thing completely new, there will necessarily be references to the past and to previous
works. Through pastiche — a term that he glosses as kataran sahitya, hence “clipping
literature” — the boundaries between what is literary and what is not are broken. “Here
history, autobiography, biography, everything is mixed. Here literary genres are broken,
their fixed forms are broken. They can no longer be eternal, perfect and pure. Here the
reflections of women, minorities, dalits and subaltern groups find a place”4. Parody is

defined as an ironic form of intertextuality (antarpathivta ka vyangyatmak rip) and as

32 Postmodern art recycles symbols, styles and themes of the past, but without charging them with essential
meanings. In the media society the past is just an accumulation of images, and in such a context the subject
becomes “schizophrenic”. If usually the meaning of a sentence is provided by the inter-relation among its
signifiers, in case of schizophrenic disorders the signifying chain is interrupted. The subject perceives a
series of isolated signifiers, discontinuous and disjoined, which cannot be reconnected to a linear sequence.
A schizophrenic subject lives in a perpetual present time, disconnected from past and future: this is exactly
the subject’s living condition in the present time. The cultural product of such a condition will inevitably be
fragmentation. See the original argument in Jameson, 2007, pp. 42-44.

53 Pacauri specifically quotes Madness and Civilization (1961), Discipline and Punish (1975), The History
of Sexuality (1976-1984). Through these texts a new way of interpreting relations between knowledge,
power and body emerges. Knowledge and power are inseparable: exercising power always generates new
forms of knowledge and simultaneously knowledge influences power. Moreover, Foucault (particularly in
Discipline and Punish) highlights the new centrality of the body (which is a fundamental aspect of post-
modernity) and proposes a connection between the human desire for knowledge and for physical pleasure.

54 a1zt i, e, Sfaet @ At 2 soar 21 7=t arfger it et 22 ot €, s ug ' 2
ST g1 F 9T, TR ST [F Tl T8 T gt wiger fFast siw srewders siw afoa ar e G
T STTg 9T & (Pacaurd, 2010, p. 99).
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another essential postmodern device for looking at reality. It is particularly useful to look
at the past: through parody history can be recovered, but in a new manner, abandoning its
traditional aura of grandiosity (p. 100). Parody unmasks the misconception that it is pos-
sible to reach an ultimate truth about the past (p. 106). On this, it is important to notice
that for Pacauri postmodernism does not mean “the end of history”, it simply brings to
light the incompleteness of traditional forms of knowledge. For postmodernism an event
does not have a fixed meaning, but multiple possible meanings. The critic, then, lists
some authors and novels which can be considered postmodern, where both parody and
pastiche are visible. Among the Western ones he quotes Marquez’s One Hundred Years of
Solitude, Glinter Grass’s Tin Drum, Doctorow’s Loon Lake, Reed’s The Terrible Twos,
Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum, Findley’s Famous Last Words and Rushdie’s Shame. From
the Hindi literary field he cites Manohar Syam Josi’s Kuru-kuru svaha, Kasap and Hariya
Harkyuliz ki hairani, Surendra Varma’s Mujhe cand cahie, Bhagvansimh’s Apne apne
Ram, and Virendra Jain’s Diib (p. 109).

Another essential characteristic of postmodernism that Pacauri points out is its con-
tradictory nature. Postmodernism accepts it and does not try to conceal the tensions be-
tween aesthetic, historical and textual dimensions, between history (itihds) and text
(path). Postmodernism challenges the idea of “aura of the work of art™5, which tradition-
ally placed art on a separate level from life. Literature becomes a product of the consumer

society and the distance between high and popular literature is erased (pp. 102-103).

I would like to move now to two chapters that are particularly thought-provoking in
light of my research interests. The first one, Hariya ki hairani (Hariya's perplexity, pp.
136-148) is devoted to the almost homonymous novel by Manohar Syam Jo$i (Hariya
Harkyiliz ki hairani, 1994); the second one Yahi hai rait cois bebi! (a ha!) (This is the
right choice baby, a-ha, pp. 157-166) devoted to Mujhe cand cahie by Surendra Varma.

Pacaurt commences his discourse on Hariya’s story by comparing its author to Um-
berto Eco: “our Umberto Eco wrote Hariya in Hindi. Hariya the illegitimate is surpassing
Eco’s ‘Pendulum’ and ‘Rose’”’¢. The story is highly provocative and, for quite some time,
it disconcerted the writers’ community exactly as, within the novel, Hariya’s behavior
troubled many members of the kumaimni community in Delhi. Hariya is depicted as a

simple man, devoted to the care of sick people, unconcerned about the pleasures of life.

55 Here we can find a reference to The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1936) by Walter
Benjamin. The German philosopher and writer argued that technical innovations determined a radical chan-
ge in the perception of the work of art. Cinema, photography, the phonograph, for instance, rendered mea-
ningless the traditional concept of “authenticity” of the work of art. When we look to a renaissance painting
there is a considerable difference if it is the original one or a copy, but when we watch a movie this distinc-
tion is irrelevant. Many people will be watching the same film through several copies in different movie
theaters, and nobody will enjoy it in a privileged way. To Benjamin, mechanical reproduction diminishes
the aura of a work of art, hence its unique aesthetic authority.

56 37O IFAAT TN A f@eal § AT for@ foam 81 gRAT T 3307 & Tga® 3T TS TA1 Hl H @1 8
(Pacaurt, 2010, p. 136).
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Despite the pain and sorrows of his life he has never felt perplexed. Nonetheless, some-
thing changes during a visit to some relatives. A young boy Atul shows him a town with
the intriguing name of Goomalling on a map of Australia. This name prompts Hariya to
muse about the affinity with the word giz, which means “feces”. How is it possible that
people can live in such a place? Atul explains that human beings can live almost every-
where, challenging the most inhospitable conditions. There will probably be someone in
Goomalling who is experiencing Hariya’s own difficulties. From this moment on Hariya
becomes obsessed with the idea of his alter-ego, a man like him devoting his life to a sick
father. The perplexity of our protagonist increases when he hears the name of Goomalling
(or maybe Gumaling would be more correct in this case) from one of his father’s friends,
Banno. She is actually quite an old lady suffering from amnesia, who is even no longer
able to recognize her relatives. Hariya is chatting with Banno’s son when she enters the
scene asking “You wretch! You’re leaving without cleaning out Abbajaan’s latrine? You
think we’re Goomalling worshippers, is that it?” (Joshi, 2009, p. 34). Hariya is complete-
ly disconcerted: how is it possible that Banno knows about Goomalling? And is that
Goomalling the same of the map of Australia? Banno and his father shared many of their
memories, so if Goomalling was in her mind, it had to be in his father’s mind too. So why

hadn’t his father ever mentioned that place? In Jo$1’s words:

Was Goomalling some dangerous place that people were afraid
even to mention? Or was Goomalling just some lie born of senili-
ty? And if that was the case, was the Goomalling on the map, too,
just a falsehood? And the picture kept repeating itself in Hariya’s
head: that of a father and a son irretrievably connected by stuck
shit, what was the false Goomalling that formed the background
of the picture? And was that the one that popped up in Banno’s
senile mind or the one on the map? (Joshi, 2009, pp. 35-36)

But the reader is made to ask some further questions: did Banno really say Goomal-
ling or something like gi ka ling (that means “a /ing made of feces”)? Is everything hap-
pening in Hariya’s mind, due to the power of suggestion? In any event, Hariya’s behavior
becomes increasingly strange and he starts to represent an intricate argument for his
community: according to the doctor an unknown illness affects his brain, while another
notable believes him to be possessed by spirits. And the situation becomes worse when
Hariya’s father dies and an unexpected treasure is found. In an old trunk, in fact, Hariya
discovers jewelry, gold and silver coins, precious stones, but most interestingly some por-
nographic pictures of his father and a letter from a mysterious lama. In the letter, the de-
ceased is accused of stealing a holy trunk from the deity of Guimaling, a mythical place
somewhere in the Himalayas. If the treasure is not returned, his whole family will be cur-
sed. Hariya decides therefore to set out for Giimaling to atone for his parent’s sin. The
protagonist’s choice is interpreted in various ways by the members of the community: ac-
cording to a first group he has probably gone mad due to all the sorrows he has experien-

ced; to a second group, he is just pretending to return the trunk, as he wants to keep the
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treasure for himself; to the last one he is the ideal son, wishing to save his father’s spirit
and memory. Hariya leaves for the mysterious site of Gumaling, but never comes back:
the community will never know what actually happened. People attempt to investigate
and various theories are formulated, with the sole result that the story is broken up into a
range of potentially true and false accounts. To Pacauri (p. 142) this is a crucial aspect of
the story, which can be linked to post-structuralism: everyone can provide a different rea-
ding of the story, as nothing is universal and eternal. There is no chance to establish a fi-
nal truth, but just personal and subjective interpretations.

Another interesting aspect of the novel is the change within the community deter-
mined by the spread of television. At the time of Hariya’s story, television had yet not en-
tered every house and the people of the community had extremely simple forms of enter-
tainment, especially recounting tales and stories to each other. Immediately after Hariya’s
disappearance, one of the most popular entertainment activities was gossiping and won-
dering about him, forging new narratives of what must have happened. However, after the
arrival of TV, only the elder generations continued to talk about Hariya’s story and to
keep it alive. It seems that the community is no longer interested in his tale. Nonetheless,
to Atul — who in the meanwhile has become an eminent subject of the community, and
has started to work in an American University as an IT engineer — the bond between the
story and the community is a sort of necessity: “whether you write or not, live or die, the
story of the perplexity of Hariya Hercules would live as long as our community did, be-
cause a story could not exist without perplexity, and our community could not exist wi-
thout stories” (Joshi, 2009, p. 154).

But let us return for a moment to the role of television within the narrative, since
Pacauri establishes an interesting parallel between TV and the mirror. First of all, how is
the mirror (physically or as a metaphor) present in the story? Hariya, after hearing about
Goomalling, starts to have some strange epileptic-like fits, where he sees his own Aus-
tralian double (Harry) struggling with his father’s chronic constipation (the old man’s
name will be Gary, and he will be his father’s double). As previously mentioned, Hariya
progressively becomes obsessed by the idea of the double, somebody exactly like him,
like the one who looks back at him from the mirror (Joshi, 2009, p. 28). The story hence
becomes a game of reflected images, a game of mirrors. Moreover, towards the end of the
story Hariya is said to have crossed the mysterious mirror of Giimaling and to have joined
the First Female Other. In actual fact Hariya has disappeared, but neither the community
nor the reader knows what has happened. On this Pacaurl wonders: after the arrival of
television (which has substituted the mirror in providing the image of “the other”), is it
possible for us to lose ourselves while watching television in search of the other, exactly
as Hariya lost himself in the mirror of Giimaling (Pacauri, 2010, p. 144)?

Two further points are raised by the critic, respectively related to literature and real-

ism and to the community of writers. On the former, Pacaurt argues that Hariya’s story,
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through its games of reflections, deeply questions realism and represents a breakthrough
in Hindi literature. He believes that

those who consider literature as a mirror of society, according to
this meaning of Giimaling, who keep on searching for their own
reflection in literature, they find their own end as the realist
school. Hariya Harkuliz turns out to be such a dangerous post-
realistic narrator. Hariya’s story goes further, destroying quite a
few realistic suppliers of literature and positivistic doctrines>’.

On the latter, he warns the community of writers of the risks implicit in the world of
global media: it seems that writers have forgotten what being perplexed means. In this

sense, providing a little perplexity again is the real goal that Jost’s novel wants to achieve
(p. 148).

The second example of textual analysis that I wish to mention is that based on
Surendra Varma’s Mujhe cand cahie. Basically the novel is a story of female emancipa-
tion, whose protagonist, Silbil, starts her conflictual journey during the high-school peri-
od by changing her name. Her name will not be Silbil anymore “nor Yasoda, the name
will be Varsa Vasisth. The reason, because there is no beauty in Yasoda. There is no
‘moon’ in the name Yasoda. Right here starts her search for the moon. And until the last
page Silbil thinks about her aesthetic search, that is to say, to her search for the moon and
for Varsa”s8. Silbil comes from a traditionalist family: her father is a Sanskrit teacher,
none of her relatives has ever tried an acting career, nor left the small town of Shahjahan-
pur. The arrival at her College of a new English teacher, Miss Divya Katyal, radically
changes Silbil’s life. Miss Katyal comes from Lucknow and represents a sort of agent of
“modernization” and of the urban world. Thanks to her, Silbil starts to read many impor-
tant authors of world literature and starts to wonder about the meaning of life: will she
live as her relatives did? Silbil reacts to the limitations of her social and family back-
ground and starts training as an actress. She moves to Lucknow and, while her parents
would like to see her married, she decides to enter the National School of Drama. During
this period she meets a young actor Hars, who will become her lover. Time passes and
Silbil, now with name Varsa, approaches the world of cinema. She becomes a successful

actress, but life is not so simple as it might appear: it is not so easy in fact to conciliate

57 gTiged fSvgid ATST T A0 /I T@T &, TATRT & 7 T & AT, ST ATfecd § TI=T ST @it
T §, TATIATET TFA T qTE JF 1 ITH 1T &1 AT LA AT FAATAE IAL-TATIATET FATHIT
TN AT FY A FAT AIRA H Fe TATHATET FHMET &, TSI (aFe TFIETIT HI a8 FIAT g5 AN
et SITT €1 (Pacaurd, 2010, p. 146).

58 oM AT AET, ATH T AT ATAD| FHIXO, FATIT ATH H IS TraedT Tl gl TATET % 19 § =T 7ol 2l
Fig HT TATLT TSl T ¢ gt gl 3% feqw I8 aF Frafae Sivad-aema ar=T Fie-HemT I Tui-Hem &
I H Fr=T g1 (Pacaurd, 2010, p. 157)
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art, work, relationships. Hars, for instance, is unable to find his own balance and seeks
refuge in drugs. Varsa gets pregnant, but Hars’s addiction leads to his death.

At a first glance, the novel may appear quite realistic: during the closing decades of
the Twentieth century many women could have identified themselves in Varsa, a brave
young lady ready to challenge her world. Moreover, according to the critic (p. 161), the
novel can be read as a brief history of the National School of Drama and Indian cinema,
as many celebrities can be found in Varsa’s story and characterization (he quotes, for in-
stance Sobhna Bhiitant®® and Nina Guptas?). Nonetheless, to Pacauri (p. 160) it would be
too simplistic to read the novel through the lenses of realism only. For instance, a psycho-
logical reading would be possible. From this point of view Silbil becomes a symbol of
sexual repression and her life experience a journey of liberation of the body, of desire th-
rough art and beauty. Apart from this, two further currents can be identified, existentiali-
sm (astitvavad) and consumerism (upabhoktavad). In the first part of the story the prota-
gonist perceives her world as incomprehensible and restrictive. She knows that she wants
something more. She wants the moon. Here we can find the existentialist shades of the
novel, with intertextual references to Albert Camus’ Caligula and Anton Cechov’s The
Seagull®!. Tt is noteworthy that, before the novel begins, Varma quotes some lines from
Caligula, where the Roman Emperor says that he “suddenly felt a desire for the impossi-
ble”, that his world “is quite intolerable” and because of this he wanted “the moon, or
happiness, or eternal life — something, in fact, that may sound crazy, but which is not of
this world” (Camus, 1958, p. 8). This can actually be seen as meaningful anticipation of
Silbil/Varsa’s life journey. She also wants the moon, happiness, she wants something that
seems impossible. And the contraposition between this desire and the suffering for her
own condition is the element which causes Varsa’s life to progress. In order to fulfill her
existentialist aspiration Varsa reaches Bollywood and is completely seduced by its spell.
Through the mechanism of the world of cinema the existentialist dimension is progressi-
vely passed, overshadowed by appearance and glamour. In Pacauri’s opinion, the existen-

tialist aspiration definitely dies with Hars’s death and its place is taken by money and me-

59 Known also as Shobhana Siddique, she studied at the National School of Drama, and wrote short stories

and plays. She tragically died by drowning in 1974. One of her short stories (Full to the Brim) is available
in an English translation in Vanita and Kidwai, 2000, pp. 304-308.

60' A popular Indian actress and director, Nina Gupta has worked both for Indian cinema and television. She
starred alongside Madhuri Dixit in the film Khalnayak; while in television, she worked for various serials,
like Khandhan (1985), Yatra (1986), Dard (1994), Cittt (2003), Mert bivi ka javab nahim (2004), Kitni mo-
habbat (2009). She also made appearances in several international films, like Gandhi (1982), In Custody
(1993) and Cotton Mary (1993). Moreover, she ran a theater production company named “Sahaj Produc-
tions”.

61 Caligula (begun in 1938 and published for the first time in 1944) is a play which shows the Roman Em-
peror Caligula who, torn by the death of Drusilla (his sister and mistress), ends up arming his murderers
with his cruel and insane behavior. The Seagull (1895) stages the romantic and artistic conflicts between
four characters, the fading actress Irina Arkadina, a storywriter Boris Trigorin, the aspiring actress Nina,
and the playwright Konstantin Tréplev (Cechov, 1997) .
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dia. The great values related to art seem to disappear, leaving space to the law of supply
and demand, to the values of the consumer society. Varsa in fact, after her lover’s death,
does not abandon the world of cinema: she has acknowledged the primacy of the law of
the market (this is the “right choice” of Pacaurt’s title). In this acceptation, Varma’s prota-
gonist has reached her moon, that is the consumer condition, where what was initially
considered impossible becomes possible. For Pacauri, without acknowledging these va-
rious levels of reading, it would be impossible to “reach the moon™.

As a conclusion the critic defines the novel as a post-realist work (uttar-
vatharthvadi®?), an innovation which he considers necessary to renovate Hindi literature.

Post realism is, to the scholar, a possible chance for a postmodern time.

2.3. Some preliminary reflections

With the previous sections I have presented an overview of how postmodernism can
be read within the Indian context, focusing on the perspectives offered by some Hindi lit-
erary critics. Particularly in Pacauri’s and Sitam$u’s contributions I found many thought-
provoking aspects, which helped me to define a series of relevant postmodern features
and to select the novels for my textual analysis. For instance Sitaméu’s discourse on the
relationship between postmodernism and the urgency of going beyond institutional tradi-
tions inspired my reasoning on women and dalit writers. In section 4.4., in fact, I discuss
an essential component of the recent Hindi literary scenario, which is the emergence of
new voices, those of traditionally marginalized groups. These voices attempt to decon-
struct two master narratives particularly pervasive in the Indian context, patriarchy and
casteism, by questioning institutional traditions, such as marriage, family and societal re-
lations. As two basic concepts of postmodernism (even from the most traditionalist West-
ern perspectives) are plurality and a new attention for petits récits, it was necessary for
me to understand if there is a common thread, linking postmodernism to the emergence of
these new voices.

Particularly as regards women’s writing, I consider Pacauri’s approach a little more
problematic. As previously mentioned, during our meeting, he referred to Mujhe cand ca-
hie’s protagonist, Varsa, as to quite a shocking character, different from the heroines of
the previous decades. Undoubtedly it is interesting to notice how this character is built by
a male author and, moreover, by an author of the literary establishment like Surendra
Varma, however many predecessors can be found in women’s writing even before the Ni-
neties. Just to quote some macro-examples we may think of Krsna Sobti, Maitreyi Puspa

or Mrdula Garg's protagonists. In Uske hisse ki dhip (1975) by Mrdula Garg, for exam-

62 To the concept of post-realism, Pacaurl devoted an entire volume, entitled Uttar-yatharthvad (2012).
Apart from recalling the analysis of Hariya Harkyiiliz ki hairani and Mujhe cand cahie, the critic discusses
many other novels like Dith by Virendra Jain (pp. 99-106), Khilega to dekhemge by Vinod Kumar Sukla
(pp. 107-114), Idannamam by Maitreyl Puspa (pp. 119-121) and Apni salibern by Namita Simh (pp.
122-127).
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ple, Manisa, after a divorce and a love marriage, comes to conclude that love cannot pro-
vide satisfaction as creativity and professional realization do. Varsa’s choices and beha-
vior, her artistic aspirations are probably no more provocative than Manisa’s. Considering
Pacauri’s text, not even in the chapter Stritvavadi vimars ki suruat (The beginning of the
feminist discourse) does he refer to any of these women-writers (Pacauri, 2010, pp.
118-124). He acknowledges that social changes have begun in India, leading progressive-
ly to women’s emancipation and that a new literature is emerging. He underlines that sin-
ce the 1980s and 1990s women have started to claim freedom and to occupy new places
in the public sphere, particularly by working outside of the home. Moreover, television
has allowed question to be asked relating to the world of women, who were traditionally
buried in the private dimension. This new atmosphere is leading to a new literature, but
this process, at least in the Hindi literary field, is still in its earliest stages. To Pacauri’s
mind (p. 120), women have to find a new way of writing, centered on their own peculiari-
ties, they have to build a “destructive” literature, challenging males’ predominant position
and the phallogocentric63 system. Nonetheless, according to the critic very few women-
writers have already provided examples of this new literature and he mentions none of
their names. When, during my interview, I asked him about this point, about these “suc-
cessful women-authors”, he (similarly to Palival in his Uttar-adhuniktavad aur dalit sahi-
tya) only mentioned Mahadevi Varma, who undoubtedly had great literary merit, but can-
not be related to the changes that occurred at the dawn of the new millennium.

Another fruitful idea, which is present both in Sitamsu and in Pacauri and in almost
all Western thinkers dealing with postmodernism, is that of intertextuality. A text is no
longer a completely new creation, the result of individual genius64, as it always carries
traces of previous texts. Moreover, as Sttam$u highlights, in the postmodern era, every
text is multilayered, hence, apart from its more immediate and superficial meaning, it
contains multiple hidden meanings. These can be caught by the reader according to his/
her cultural background, but especially it is the aim of the postmodern critique to decon-
struct the text and let these meanings emerge. These reflections were an essential point of
reference while reading, for instance, Dastan-e-lapta by Manziir Ehtesam and Pili chatri
vali larki by Uday Prakas (see section 4.2.1). In both novels, in fact, the intertextual di-
mension is crucial, with plenty of references to previous literary texts (both from the In-
dian and the Western traditions), movies, songs, which allow a subtler interpretation of

the characters’ experiences.

63 Pacauri explicitly refers to Derrida’s neologism “phallogocentric”, translating it in Hindi with the expres-
sion Sisan-kendrik. Phallogocentrism “grafts together logocentrism and phallocentrism, a term used initially
by the psychoanalyst Ernest Jones to critique Freud’s analytical bias towards the phallus. Derrida brings the
term into play in order to deconstruct the Lacanian reference to the phallus as master signifier within the
symbolic order” (Wortham, 2010, p. 89).

64 Actually this is much more of a Western idea than an Indian one. In general, in fact, in the South-Asian
context the value of a literary work did not strictly depend on its originality. Creating new stories from pre-
existing ones, re-elaborating a rich cultural heritage has been perceived natural since the earliest times.
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A further concept that has been particularly relevant for my investigation is that of
“literature of pleasure”. On one hand Sitams$u talks about /Z/abhav, about the postmodern
“game of seduction”, on the other Pacaurt points out a shift towards a post realist aesthe-
tic, towards an entertainment literature, far from the hard tones of realism. I believe these
concepts to be perfectly exemplified by Vinod Kumar Sukla and Manohar Syam Josi’s
prose. In section 4.3. I analyze two of their novels — respectively Divar mem ek khirki
rahti thi and T-ta profesar — where, even through different techniques, the authors pro-
pose their alternatives to the traditional socially engaged realist novel. On one hand, Vi-
nod Kumar Sukla builds his text by juxtaposing images of everyday life and nature, with
a minimal plot, and no great events or teachings; he fascinates his readers thanks to the
poetry of small things. On the other hand, Manohar Syam Josi plays with irony, with se-
xual and scatological references which at the same time contrast and mitigate the poten-
tial dramatic nature of his tale.

Undoubtedly Sttamsu and Pacauri offered me a significant starting point in terms of
“postmodern ingredients” to be taken into account, but, when I started my textual analy-
sis, I decided to consider some further elements. As it will become clearer in chapter 4,
some other postmodern traces are, for me, present in recent Hindi novels, that are “other-
worldliness” (hence the presence of alternate realities, juxtaposed the characters’ usual
ones), metafiction, historiographic metafiction (see 4.1) and fragmentation of stories and
identities (4.2.2). In the light of my readings, particularly of Linda Hutcheon’s (1989,
2004) and Brian McHale’s (2004) works, I consider these elements extremely relevant
within the postmodern discourse and if they were not completely excluded from Sitamsu
and PacaurT’s arguments (the former, for instance, refers to historiographic metafiction in
his analysis of Varen Hestings ka samd), they were not discussed individually with de-
tailed textual examples.

The last point that I want to touch here is how I used not only the texts of Sttamsu
and Pacauri, but also those of Patel and Cauhan to select my ten novels. All these critics,
in fact, offered me an initial list of novels or at least of authors from which to start my
readings and decisional process. Pacauri, for instance, analyzes Kuru kuru svaha and Ha-
riya Harkyiliz kT hairani by Manohar Syam Jo$i (Pacauri, 2010, respectively pp.
125-135, pp. 136-148), Diib by Virendra Jain (pp. 149-156), Mujhe cand cahie by Suren-
dra Varma (pp. 157-166) and Khilegd to dekhemge by Vinod Kumar Sukla (Pacaurt, 2012,
pp. 107-114). Among these novels I chose to analyze Diib (see 4.1.3 and 4.4.2), as it ap-
peared to me a significant example, from the early Nineties, of the deconstruction of hi-
storical accounts and of explicit reflection on power and knowledge. I also maintained
Jos1 and Sukla, but I chose different texts. As regards Manohar Syam JosT I expressly

avoided Hariya Harkyiiliz, as it was already the object of my MA thesis and of an
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article®s, and Kuru kuru svaha as it was published in 1980, hence before the period here
under investigation. My preference was given to 7-ta profesar (1995), which condenses
most of the prototypical features of Jos’s writing. Regarding Vinod Kumar Sukla, I selec-
ted his last novel Divar mem ek khirki rahti thi, as to me it represents a further evolution
of his prose in a postmodern direction, with the introduction of otherworldliness as an es-
sential feature. Like Sitams$u and Patel, I worked on Uday Prakas’s prose and particularly
on his short-novel or long-short story, Pili chatri vali larki. In reading Cauhan (whose
text, as I previously mentioned, could have perfectly fit my topic, but to which I resorted
partially due to its inaccuracies) I decided to approach Mrdula Garg’s and Alka Saravgi’s
works. I chose Kathgulab and Kali-katha: vaya baipas respectively, for quite different
reasons: the first one combines stylistic experimentation with feminist stances on world-
women’s conditions, and a metafictional reflection; the second one plays with history and
individual memories and resorts to interesting narrative techniques to foreground the fic-
tional nature of the text.

The four remaining authors and novels — Chinnamasta by Prabha Khetan, Chap-
par by Jay Prakas Kardam, Ddastan-e-lapta by Manzir Ehtesam and Hamara sahar us
baras by Gitafijali Sri — were chosen independently from the critics’ contributions, with
the aim of exemplifying two specific issues. The first is the emergence of new literary
voices, the “voices of the margins”; the second, the importance of fragmentation, both at
the level of narration and of characters’ identities. For these reasons, on one hand, I selec-
ted Prabha Khetan and Jay Prakas Kardam, respectively a representative feminist and da-
lit author. More specifically Chinnamastad is a perfect example of Prabha Khetan’s wri-
ting, with a highly autobiographical component, while Chappar is one of the first dalit
novels in Hindi and probably the author’s major work (see 4.4). On the other hand, I de-
cided to work with Gitajali S1T and Mafzir Ehte§am’s novels, which deploy, albeit in
quite different manners, the strategy of fragmentation (see 4.2.2). The plot of Hamara
Sahar us baras is built through a series of snapshots juxtaposed by the narrator, but a uni-
tary design is still visible. Fragmentation is the product of a predetermined plan, of con-
scious construction and deconstruction of the story. On the contrary, Dastan-e-lapta ap-
pears as an incomplete mosaic, with no chance to find a unifying, interpretive key.

These were my guidelines and reasonings while reading, selecting and analyzing
the novels and allowed me to work on the actual core of my dissertation, that is to say on
the possible postmodern traces within recent Hindi novels (chapter 4). Before approach-
ing this part of my research, in the next chapter, I should like to introduce the ten authors

and novels I selected individually and in a more systematic manner.

65 1 presented Hariya Harkyiliz ki hairani: Reading the novel through the lenses of the kumaimni commu-
nity during the International conference on Hindi studies, held in September 2016 at the Institut National
des Langues et Civilisations Orientales (INALCO), Paris.
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CHAPTER

Postmodernism and Hindi novels:
introducing authors and texts

This chapter is devoted to a brief presentation of the authors and the novels that I
selected for textual analysis. As anticipated in section 1.4., I chose ten different authors
with different cultural and geographical backgrounds, with the aim of proposing a bal-
anced representation of male and female writers. They belong to two successive genera-
tions of writers, the elder being born before India independence, the younger during the
Fifties or early Sixties. Lastly, I considered the kind of relations these authors had with
the mainstream critics. In most of the cases in fact, due to their experimentation, the sub-
jects they chose and sometimes even due to their personal life, they had difficult or at
least ambivalent relations with the literary establishment. Mrdula Garg, for instance, was
even arrested in 1980 on charges of obscenity, because of her novel Cittakobra, which
recounts an extramarital affair between an Indian middle-class housewife and a foreign
pastor. Garg’s explicit references to sexuality caused her a charge of pornography and
many years of ostracism from the literary establishment. Vinod Kumar Sukla, despite
touching social issues, was criticized due to his formal experimentation: particularly his
latest novels, Khilega to dekhemge and Divar mem ek khirki rahti thi, were considered a
mere linguistic and stylistic amusement, and constructed around flimsy plots (see, for in-

stance, Ray 2002, pp. 362). Such an evaluation is based on a rather rigid interpretation of
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the Marxist literary critique which dominated the Hindi literary scenario of the late Twen-
tieth century®6. Another self-evident example is Uday Prakas, who, for quite some time,
was not greatly appreciated by the critics, but was extremely successful in terms of read-
ership. In his blog (http://udayprakash05.blogspot.it) he defines himself as “most un-
beloved by the power centers but most popular amongst people living in margins and
edges of 'shining India’”.

Regarding the specific novels, I chose texts published during the Nineties (see sec-
tion 1.3), which can be considered representative of the Hindi novel during that decade
and which contain some possible postmodern traces. I will introduce authors and texts
following a chronological order, taking into account the year of publication of the select-
ed novel. Each synopsis of the plot will be anticipated by the quotation of the very first
lines of the text. I think they may provide a clue to the author’s style and his/her way of
building the story. As Nemesio (1999, p. 7) emphasized, in fact, by reading the first words
of a text the reader activates frames and scripts necessary to its comprehension. Reading
an incipit is similar to reading the rules of a game that the reader will start to play. An in-
cipit provides a sort of anticipation, conveying to the reader what he/she can expect from

the text and the kind of operations he/she will probably have to start.

3.1. Virendra Jain - Dib (1991)

Virendra Jain was born on 5 September 1955 in the village of Sirsaud, Guna dis-
trict, Madhya Pradesh. His mother came from a zamindar family and his father worked in
agriculture. He studied at the Mahavir Vi$vavidyalay and Lal Bahadur SastrT Sanskrit
Vidyapith, passing the dcarya exams in literature and Jain philosophy. In 1973 he ob-
tained a job at Bharttya Jianpith and in 1977 he joined Rajkamal Prakasan in the publica-
tion and sales department. In 1979 he became sub editor of the Delhi magazines Sarita
and Mukta. In 1982 he joined the Times of India Group and from 1991 he held the post of
assistant editor of Sandhya Times (Mehta, 2011, pp. 15-16). Since 2012 he has been man-
aging editor for Madhubun Educational Books.

Virendra Jain wrote novels, collections of short stories, satire and children’s stories,
with a special focus on contemporary social issues (see Mehta, 2011, pp. 17-23; Ray,
2002, pp. 391-392). His most famous novels include Pratik: ek jivani (1983), Sabd-badh
(1987), Sabse bara sipahiya (1988), Dib (1991), Par (1994) and Pasicnama (1996). For
Par he was awarded the Srikant Varma Purskar, while for Diib, the novel subject of my
analysis, the Premcand Mahe$§ Samman. He wrote collections of short stories like Bayim
hatelt kd dard (1989) and Maim vahi hiim (1990) and satirical works like Ravan ki rakh

66 From the 1960s Hindi critique was largely influenced by the Marxist and structuralist principles.
Ramvilas Sarma (1927-1990) and Namvar Simh (1927-) are probably the most relevant examples of this
approach.
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(1982), Kissa mausmi prem ka (1988) and Patkatha ki kathd (1992). He was also author
of children’s stories, such as Tum bhi hamso (1987) and Khel premi Mamasri (1991).

Diib (Submergence) - the story

That day a piece of betel nut was stuck
between the two teeth near the upper
molar. In the last three hours Mate had
employed all his efforts to chew it, but
it didn’t want to come out.67

The novel recalls Indian history from Independence to the disaster of Bhopal in De-
cember 1984, from a marginalized point of view. The story, in fact, is set in a remote vil-
lage in Bundelkhand, named Laraii, and is built through the personal experiences of its
inhabitants. Virendra Jain opts for a multiple focalization and a highly dialogical style
(actual conversations, but more often mental monologues), giving the novel a choral as-
pect. Apart from the village itself, the main character is Mate, a conservative old ahires,
who represents a fundamental reference for the whole community.

The fulcrum of the novel is the government project to build the Rajghat dam, which
should provide water and electricity for a vast area across Uttar Pradesh and Madhya
Pradesh®®. The dam, in politicians’ speeches, is meant to be a symbol of progress and
should benefit millions of people. In actual fact many villages along River Betva are go-
ing to be submerged and their inhabitants do not know when and where they are supposed
to re-settle. The villagers were not involved in any decision, nor informed about the gov-
ernment’s plan. Moreover, they were not hired for any work, as the government preferred
people from other Indian States: in its opinion villagers would never give up family and
public feasts, so the project would be delayed (Jain, 2014, p. 191). The government ofters
compensation for villagers’ losses, but here too there are multiple issues: the distribution
is uneven among the villages, the procedures are complex, showing a system of con-

nivance between public officials and the baniya community. The appraisals of many plots

67 Unless differently specified all these translations are mine. Below Dizb original incipit:

ST FTE F T ATl &7 IAAT 6 S ST U AT 0 ZHet 3 Tl /TG (9ge J1 5 F I qaar &
asft I T T T I 9 A F7 A1 781 o T2t 2 (Jain, 2014, p. 9)

68 Community of herdsmen.

69 Rajghat Dam in an Inter-state project being constructed on the River Betva about 22km from Lalitpur.
The first project report was submitted in 1970 but, due to some problems between UP and MP governments,
there were some years of stasis. “The Rajghat Dam Project will serve as a mother storage for Irrigation in
UP and MP through a cascade of hydraulic structures in the downstream of River Betwa. The total area
submerged due to the project is 23390 Ha and the forestland submerged is 990 Ha. About 75 villages in UP
and MP are partially and fully submerged, rendering 19000 people homeless as per official reports” (Thak-
kar and Chaturvedi, 20006, p. 127).
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of land are incorrect and the peasants, to have them revised, have to ask for Sav’s0 help,
obviously paying a substantial amount of money. Many people from Laraii slowly start to
abandon their houses and reach the nearby cities, but others do not want to accept this fate
and decide to wait until flooding begins. Among the latter there is Mate.

These events are intertwined with both private stories and facts of national relevan-
ce. Regarding official history, the reader finds brief references to the Mutiny of 1857 and
to the role of Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru in the Independence of India, but the majority
of the references are connected to Indira Gandhi’s terms as Prime Minister. Jain, with a
critical attitude, refers to her involvement in the Rajghat project (she participates in the
inaugural ceremony), the state of Emergency, the forced sterilization program and her as-
sassination on 31 October 1984. The novel ends with the gas disaster in Bhopal and the
submergence of the village of Paficamnagar. National decisions are seen as almost unin-
telligible, always imposed by the central powers, unconcerned about the impact on rural,
marginalized areas. Essentially the authorities are considered liars, unreliable and this is
particularly serious as they should be Indians’ representatives and not their sovereigns
(Jain, 2014, p. 109).

As far as the private stories are concerned, they depict various people from different
jati-s, showing lights and shadows of human beings. One of the most touching stories
narrates the life of Ramdulare, the “son of sin” who becomes the hero of Larait. His fa-
ther is a brahmin, Kaila§ Maharaj, who raped an ahir girl. A similar inter-caste marriage
was considered impossible as well as the option of abortion (it would be the assassination
of a brahmin and therefore a mahdapap, an extremely serious sin). Thanks to a secret
agreement between Baman Maharaj (Kailas’s father) and Mate, the baby’s custody is gi-
ven to Gorabai, a poor, childless woman, married to a eunuch. Gorabai makes any possi-
ble efforts to give Ramdulare an education and a chance for a better life. The woman re-
lies on Attt Sav’s help (the man is in love with her, but cannot express his feelings due to
social norms) to take Ramdulare to Bhopal in order to allow him to continue his studies.
For years the villagers do not receive any information about him, but one day a banking
official for rural development knocks at Mate’s door. Ramdulare has inherited vast lands
from his grandfather Baman Maharaj (who has expressly left his property to Ramdulare
before committing suicide) and now, that he could obtain substantial compensation from
the government, he has decided to entrust them to Mate and the villagers. Moreover, the
young man has become an example of success: he is in fact an engineer for the Water Re-
sources Department in Delhi and a well-known writer.

Nonetheless, the village is populated by many shadows as well, especially among
the upper castes. Thakur Devisimh, for instance, is the local spokesman for the Congress
and a candidate for the post of sarparic (the head of the paricdayat). As a common habit

among the thakur-s, he exploits subaltern people and makes them work in his fields for

70 Bundeli epithet used for the baniya, the community of merchants, bankers and money lenders.
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no compensation. When Ghuma, a camar worker, asks for an allowance, his reaction is
ruthless. The night after Ghuma’s request he reaches the camar-s’ settlement and beats
everybody up with a club. He will be arrested by the police, but before the villagers can
bear witness against him, he commits suicide (Jain, 2014, pp. 68-78). A second example
is Hira Sav, who takes advantages of the precarious situation of many people in the
Rajghat area. When the government cuts off the water supply to the village of Panipura (it
only had a canal, but no well), he suggests its inhabitants sell him their plots of land. In
return, they will have another place in which to stay and wait for the government’s deci-
sions on re-settlement (Jain, 2014, p. 199). With similar speculations Hira Sav acquires
multiple properties and covets to give them his own name. However, to reach this aim, he
has to settle for a compromise with the tahsildar, the sub-collector of revenue. The tah-
sildar has an assignment from the government: he has to oversee the forced sterilization
of two thousand people. If Hira Sav brings the tahsildar five hundred men, his wish will
be granted. Hira Sav accepts with no hesitation (Jain, 2014, pp. 201-202). Pretending to
help the villagers obtain their compensation, Hira persuades them to go to Candait: there

they undergo vasectomy and some of them die (pp. 209-212, 221).

3.2. Prabha Khetan - Chinnamasta (1993)

Prabha Khetan (1942 - 2008) was born in Calcutta into a marvari orthodox family.
Despite the opposition of her family she completed her studies in philosophy at the pre-
stigious Presidency College and even took a doctorate from Calcutta University, focusing
on Existentialism. Nevertheless, after a period in the USA, she realized that teaching phi-
losophy would not bring her great satisfaction, at least from an economic point of view,
and decided to become an entrepreneur. At the end of the Sixties, she opened the first In-
dian Figurette, a center for women’s beauty and slimming; later, during the Emergency,
she started a new business called New Horizons, for the export of leather goods (with
much scandal within the marvari community). Both Khetan’s enterprises were successful
and she even became the president of the Calcutta Chamber of Commerce (Consolaro,
2011a, p. 299). Prabha Khetan’s life was controversial, not only because of the above-
mentioned choices, but also because she never married and did have a lifelong relation-
ship with a well-known doctor, Dr. Sarraf, married and father of five children.

Reading Simone de Beauvoir’s text, The Second Sex, represented a milestone in the
writer’s life. The book was a sort of revelation for Prabha Khetan, who even translated it
into Hindi with the title Stri: upeksita. The text — which indicates economic independen-
ce as the basic condition for women’s emancipation — represented a turning point in the
author’s experience, as it suggests an accessible way to break free from a traditionalist
and oppressive social context (for more information on Khetan’s feminist perspective see
Tivart, 2011).
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Prabha Khetan took her first steps in the literary field during the Seventies, compo-
sing poetry: her first collection of verses, Aparicit ujale, was published in 1981, followed
a year later by Sirhiyam carhti hui maim. Nonetheless, she soon abandoned poetry for
novels, perceived as a better device for self-expression (for an introduction to Khetan’s
novels see Ray, 2002, pp. 383-387; for more details see Ranavat, 2015). Her works are
characterized by a highly autobiographical component: for instance Ao Pepe ghar caler
(1990) is the story of a woman who migrates to America, proposing a reflection on fema-
le conditions; Pili amdhi (1996) discusses how joint family and community relations can
survive in contemporary society. Chinnamasta (1993), the novel which is the subject of
my analysis, narrates the vicissitude of a marvari woman who manages to reach self-rea-
lization, despite her conservative background. Her other works include the novels Tala-
bandi (1991), Apne apne cehre (1994) and the autobiography Anya se ananya (2007). In
the latter — which was also published in English in 2012 with the title 4 Life Apart
(translation by Ira Pande) — Prabha Khetan recalls the most significant moments of her
life, her lonely childhood, her difficulty in fitting into the Bengali milieu of Presidency
College, her struggles in America and her relationship with Dr. Sarraf. Apart from this,
she devotes special attention to social issues and to historical and political events, such as
the Emergency, students’ and workers’ protests and the Iran-Iraq war (on Prabha Khetan’s

autobiography see Browarczyk, 2015 and Consolaro, 2017).

Chinnamasta - the story

“Sitting on the plane, my loins have
become stiff. My head is splitting. It’s
my fault. I shouldn’t have taken such a
long flight.”, thought Priya rubbing her
head with both hands.”!

Priya, a forty-eight years old marvari woman, faints at Belgrade airport in a stopo-
ver during a business trip. As she needs to take a rest, a Dutch friend, Philip, books a ho-
tel room for her in Dubrovnik. The novel is a mosaic of Priya’s memories and feelings,
mostly recalled during her stay near the seaside, looking at the far, unsettled waves. In the
first part of the text, her memories are mostly related to her own family. She has three si-
sters and two brothers, but she has always felt alone. Her mother always was harshly re-
sentful towards her and her father died, poisoned by some business partners, when she
was about nine. Priya was used to feeling like a stranger in her family, even her skin was
different from the other members’ skin, it was darker. When she was a child she found

love and affection only in a servant, Dai mam. She considered this woman her real mo-

7l H S5-95 FHY AFHE M| 9 T4 F FT ST TgT g1 Tt T g1 ST AT FATSE Agl o+l AT 0 =1
ST F AT g1 & 92 F7 q@Td gU A=l (Khetan, 2004, p. 5)
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ther, she who constantly looked after her and took care of her needs. Priya’s childhood
was marked by terrible episodes of physical violence, as she was raped by one of her rela-
tives. She revealed her secret burden to Dat mam only, but the ayah advised her to remain
silent: that episode was a sin, something shameful and she could not talk about it to any-
body. Many times Priya’s thoughts went to her father, if he had been alive he would have
protected her. Maybe because of this, throughout her life, she has looked for protection in
all the men she has met. When she was in the tenth class the family started to talk about
her marriage to a law student. Priya never forgot when the boy rejected her, in front of the
whole family. Some years later, during her MA, a man entered Priya’s life. He was a
young, appealing professor. When he invited her to his home she accepted, lost in a drea-
my world. For the first time she did not feel repulsion at a man’s touch. Their affair went
on for about six months, but in the end he disappeared. Worried, Priya, went to his house:
a nice woman opened the door. Her professor got married. The man humiliated her, shou-
ting that she was just a stupid girl, they enjoyed each other for a time but he would have
never married her. On that occasion, Priya had allowed herself to love unconditionally,
but again she had been hurt.

When she was twenty-three a marriage proposal arrived: Narendra belonged to a
good, wealthy family. He was studying business management in America and he needed a
well-educated wife. Shortly he and his family visited Priya’s house and after a few words
in English he accepted to marry the girl. Nobody asked for Priya’s opinion and everything
happened quickly. The marriage seemed to be a new beginning for the girl, and she was
happy about leaving her home. Unfortunately, her hope was vain. While on their honey-
moon the girl realized that her husband’s interests were limited to money, food and sex.
He did not want to know anything about her, about her past, about what she liked. Less
than two years after the marriage they had a child, Sanja.

During the first years of marriage Priya, imitating her mother-in-law’s behavior,
served Narendra without complaining. She organized his beloved parties in every minute
detail, she dressed and wore jewels to pander to his whim. But shortly she realized that
this was not how she wanted to live: she was Narendra’s wife, not his secretary or ser-
vant. Soon this new attitude led to tension. A significant episode is connected to Priya’s
visits to Choti Mam and her daughter Nina. Chott Mam was the second wife of Priya’s
father-in-law. The woman had to live separately, avoiding any contact with her husband’s
first family. One day, little Safiju said something about his Nind Bua in front of his
grandmother. The old lady and Narendra became furious: how had Priya dared to take
Safiju into that house? Priya for the first time attempted to stand her ground: she was
Safiji’s mother and she could take him wherever she wanted, she would not obey Naren-
dra’s orders in silence. After this episode Priya went back to her mother’s home. She
would like to stay there and divorce Narendra. Her mother gave her no support: Priya was
a married woman and there was no longer any room for her in her parent’s house. Naren-

dra soon reached Priya and took her back to her married life.
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Some years later the offer of a job broke the dullness of Priya’s existence. One of
Narendra’s friends was looking for somebody who could take care of an export activity of
Indian handicrafts. Priya started to work: to Narendra this job was nothing more than a
pastime, but for Priya it became an essential source of energy. She wanted to understand
the whole business process, since the production of goods. Her knowledge proved to be
fundamental during her and her husband’s first visit to Europe. On this occasion they met
Philip for the fist time: the negotiations between Narendra and the Dutch man were not
going well, so Priya intervened. Even though Narendra did not recognize her merit, she
managed to improve the situation and land a conspicuous order. Gradually Priya started to
dedicate more time to her job. Narendra started to complain that she was never at home,
that she forgot being a wife and a mother. A decisive fight happened before a business trip
to London: if she took that flight she would never again be accepted in Narendra’s house.
She would have to leave everything and everybody, included her son. They both knew
that according to the law, custody of Safiji would be given to his father. Despite this Priya
went to London. It was a difficult and painful decision and for some considerable time
she felt guilty about abandoning her child. Some years later she did not even manage to
attend her son’s marriage: after this episode further relations with Safiji were impossible.

Priya’s memories are frequently interrupted by glimpses of her present life. After a
week in Dubrovnik she decides to visit her friends Philip and Judy; she likes their compa-
ny and, moreover, she needs some more time to think about herself. She would like to
start writing about her past, but it seems that she does not know how. In Judy’s opinion
she should just start writing about her experiences and traumas, it will not be necessary to
give them a systematic and linear form. The aim of writing is the most important thing: a
printed text is a unique way of giving voice to women who are traditionally dumb.

The final pages are dedicated to Priya’s dreams: she dreams about her life, about
her future, but never about reuniting her family. Just two years before she had learned to
drive a car, now she could wander alone all over India. She feels alive and happy: it

seems that she has managed to close the door on her past.

3.3. Jay Prakas Kardam - Chappar (1994)

Jay Prakas Kardam was born on 5 July 1958 into a poor dalit family in Gaziyabad,
Uttar Pradesh. His father died in 1976, while he was in his eleventh year at school. As the
eldest of his brothers and sisters, he had to support his mother in the sustenance of the
family and started to work as an un-skilled laborer. He dreamt about becoming an engi-
neer, but due to his situation he was unable to gain admission to the Bachelor of Science
degree. In 1978, thanks to the moral and economic support of a relative, he managed to
start a Bachelor of Arts. Actually, during this period he did several jobs: he worked in a

steel factory, as a Munshi with a tax advocate, he gave private tuitions. In 1980 he found
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his first Government job as an Ameen in Sales Tax Department. In 1984 he joined the Vi-
jaya Bank in I1ahabad and in 1988 the Central Secretariat Official Language Service as a
translator. A year later he was selected as Assistant Director, through the Union Public
Service Commission, and joined the Ministry of Commerce. In 1996 he was promoted to
the position of Deputy Director in the Department of Culture; in 2006 he became Second
Secretary (Language and Culture) in the High Commission of India in Mauritius. Curren-
tly he is Director of the Central Hindi Training Institute of New Delhi. While working
Kardam continued his studies: he obtained three master’s degrees in philosophy, history,
and Hindi and a doctorate in Hindi (Kumar, 2008).

Kardam published a collection of short stories, 7Talas, some collections of poetry,
for example Gunga nahim thd maim (1997) and Tinka-tinka ag (2004) and various essays,
particularly on Buddhism, dalit issues and the figure of Dr. Ambedkar. His novels include
Karuna (1986) — the first dalit novel published in Hindi — Chappar (1994) and Smasan
ka rahasya (on Karuna and Chappar see Wessler, 2014, pp. 19-30). Since 1999 he has
been editor of the annual magazine Dalit Sahitya (Varsiki). As he explicitly declared in an
interview his main concern “has been to introduce the socio-economic and political, reli-
gious backwardness and exploitation of dalits to sensitize the society to make their atti-
tude towards dalits positive”. His aim is “to give voice to the voiceless and sense to the
senseless and at the same time to warn the privileged classes to give their due rights to
dalits and treat them as equal human beings. It is in the interest of development, progress
and prosperity of the society” (Kumar, 2008).

Chappar (The shack) - The story

In Western Uttar Prade$, on the banks
of the Ganges, there is a small village,
Matapur. As in other Indian villages, in
Matapur too, a few people are happy
and prosperous while the rest are poor
and needy. 72

The novel is set in the small village of Matapur, Western Uttar Pradesh. From the
first lines the author foregrounds his concern about social inequalities and discrimination,
describing the harsh contrast between the dwellings of the savarna’s and the avarna’s.
The protagonists of the novel are a dalit couple, Sukkha and Ramiya, and their son Can-
dan. Despite their humble condition and against the resistance of the head of the village

(thakur Harnam Simh) and the local priest (pandit Kanaram), Candan is sent to the near-

72 IRT % T TT FAT TEIHT I TRLT HT T SIel-87 T § AT 37 T a1 6l a3g Jrarqe § A
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by city to continue his studies. Following the classic alternating structure of Premcand’s
Godan, the narration shifts between the village and the city to follow the vicissitudes of
the family.

Since his arrival in the city, Candan has lived with Hariya, a small toy seller, who
considers the boy like a son, rather than a tenant. On numerous occasions, in fact, Hariya
supports Candan morally and financially. During the first rainy season in his new house,
Candan observes how superstition still afflicts the lives of poor and illiterate people. That
year, at the beginning of August the rains have not yet started and the people of Candan’s
settlement have started to think about a public sacrifice to placate the gods and cause the
rain to arrive. Donations start to be collected, but Candan firmly opposes the initiative: he
does not believe in sacrifices, he even doubts the meaning of worship and religion. Can-
dan starts to explain to people that these rituals were used by the upper-caste to maintain
the status quo and to bridle the poor and downtrodden. The boy suggests using the dona-
tions not for a sacrifice, but for something with a real social impact: they could open a
school for their children or have the streets repaired before the arrival of the rains. People
start to reflect on Candan’s words and to ponder the effects of worship on their lives.

In college Candan progressively overcomes his shyness and sense of inferiority and
creates a sort of circle with other young dalits where they discuss future and possible so-
cial change. The boy is firmly convinced that education is crucial to emancipation: people
must understand the cultural origins of their exploitation. Because of this, Candan opens a
school in his settlement and spurs the families to have their children participate. One day
a young girl, Kamla, enters the school with a child. She would like to enroll him for some
lessons, but when Candan asks for the father’s name, she runs away in tears. When Can-
dan manages to find the girl, he discovers that she has no husband and that the child was
conceived in a group rape. Due to the shame of this episode, Kamla had escaped from
home, leaving her widower father alone.

In the meantime, in the village, the situation of Candan’s parents has further deteri-
orated. Sukkha, due to his decision to allow Candan to study in the city, has no more job
opportunities as a laborer with landowners, moreover he has to leave his small piece of
land. Sukkha and Ramiya lose their house (which was mortgaged) and have to move into
a nearby kasba. Ramiya sometimes thinks about having her son return to the village: he
may find a job, marry and support them. Nonetheless, Sukkha knows that first Candan
has to conclude his studies, otherwise he will be unable to escape from the hell they are
used to living in. In the village the couple find the help of Rajni, the daughter of thakur
Harnam Simh and a former schoolmate of Candan. The girl had developed special sympa-
thies for him and, in the time of separation, helps the family with correspondence (as
Candan’s parents are illiterate). Moreover, on a number of occasions, she attempts to talk
to her father and make him reflect on caste-based discrimination and inequalities.

Candan becomes closer to his host Hariya and discovers his sad past. He is a wid-

ower who lost his only daughter, after a rape. He reported the episode, but nothing hap-
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pened to the instigator of the violence. On the contrary Hariya was put in jail. Candan re-
alizes that Hariya and Kamla’s stories are complementary: they must be father and daugh-
ter. Candan arranges an encounter to reunite the family. Meanwhile, Candan’s project for
dalits’ education prospers. Not only children, but also youths, women and the elderly
have started to study in his school. People do not only think about every day issues, but
about emancipation and personal development as well. A dalit movement connected with
the school emerges and quickly spreads throughout the city and in the nearby rural areas.
The dependence of underlings on local notables progressively decreases, leaving the latter
floored. Poor people no longer give money to pandits for ceremonies and sacrifices. They
cease to be reliant on money-lenders for their little necessities, as they create cooperatives
for mutual economic support. Such changes reach Matapur as well: the thakur’s fields are
damaged, as people start to negotiate working conditions and Kana Pandit is even forced
to leaver the village. In the meantime, Rajni has openly become the advocate of dalit in-
terests in the village. Moreover, she helps Sukkha and Ramiya, who are on the brink of
starvation, to reclaim their farmland.

In the closing chapters Candan returns to Matapur to visit his parents and he is as-
tonished by the deep change that has occurred. The village has turned into an egalitarian
society, where humanism is the real faith. People sit, drink and eat together, without caste
discriminations. Even thakur Harnam Simh, after Sukkha saves him from attempted sui-
cide, has completely changed. He has distributed his lands among poor and landless peo-
ple, he has abandoned his Aavelr to live in a common dwelling and he is happy with his
new life.

When Candan returns to the city a tragedy occurs. During an assembly, Kamla dies
protecting Candan from an assault. Rajn1 suggests to Candan to move back to Matapur
and continue his project for the emancipation of dalits there, where together they will take

care of Kamla’s child.

3.4. Manohar Syam Jo$i - T-1d profesar (1995)

Manohar Syam JosT was born on 9 August 1933 in Ajmer (Rajasthan) into a ku-
maimni brahmin family from Almora (now in the state of Uttarakhand). He attended the
pathsala in Ajmer and focused his studies on English, without excelling at Hindi. As de-
clared by the author himself, at that time a good knowledge of English was a priority,
while Hindi was considered at the level of a spoken dialect. He passed the entrance exam
for Civil Engineering at Banaras Hindu Vi§vavidyalay, but after reading Premcand’s Saj-
jantad ka dand’3, he came to disdain a career as an engineer. As a consequence, Jos1, oppo-

sing the decision of his family, gave up his post. He would have followed his father and

73 Lit. Punishment for Honesty. This short story, published in 1916 in Sarasvati, denounced the plague of
corruption.
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elder brother's steps at the Muir Central College of I1ahabad, but for various reasons he
had to start a Bachelor of Science in Lucknow. During that period Josi became a regular
visitor at the literary circle in the home of the renowned writer Yaspal. Jost’s life was then
turned upside down by the premature death of his father and his elder brother (respective-
ly in 1941 and 1958), so despite his good results, he was forced to abandon his studies.
He took several jobs: teacher, journalist, scriptwriter and was also the author of short sto-
ries and novels (Kharat, 2008, pp. 15-23).

Jo$1 is often called the Father of Indian Soap Opera, since he was the scriptwriter of
the first Indian TV serial, Ham Log (1982). A hugely popular show, this dealt with the
everyday struggles of the Indian middle-class. A few years later Jos1 created a new TV
serial, Buniyad (1987-1988), based on the story of a family of refugees during the Parti-
tion of India. These serials largely influenced not only the television industry, but an enti-
re generation of Indian viewers (for further details see Mankekar, 1999). Jo§1 wrote
screenplays for films like Bhrastacar, Appi Raja, He Ram and Nirmanadhin Zamin and in
some of these films he was also a dubber. He also worked as a journalist: after his first
experience writing for Jansatta in Delhi, he became a contributor to A/l India Radio and
Films Division of India in Mumbai. He became assistant to the acclaimed poet and writer
Ajiey at Dinman magazine and was part of the editorial staff of Saptahik Hindustan,
Weekend Review and Morning Echo. He wrote for Outlook India's column QOutlook Sap-
tahik until his death in 2006.

Regarding his literary work (see Kharat, 2008, pp. 26-63; Ray, 2002, pp. 364-366),
Jost dealt with a wide range of subjects: from love in Kasap to political satire in Netaji
kahin (the latter was made into the tv serial Kakkaji kahin). His first novel Kuru kuru
svaha was published in 1980. Its protagonist is Manohar Syam Josi, who, in the author’s
own words, is supposed to be a completely fictional character. His identity is built on th-
ree different levels: Manohar, a young dreamer who does not want to grow up, the intel-
lectual, Jos1j1, and the narrative voice, a journalist and screenwriter, with the same name
as the author. The novel was defined as a sort of divertissement (mazak), a comedy, who-
se meaning and interpretation can vary in accordance with the reader’s mood and life ex-
periences. His other best-known novels include Hariya Harkyiliz ki hairani (1994), T-ta
professor (1995), Hamzad (1999) and Kyap, an allegory of modern India, for which he
won the Sahitya Akademi award in 2005. Unfortunately, his success as a scriptwriter for

television has probably overshadowed his literary work.
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T-ta professor - The story

‘Poets must die when they’re young and
novelists be born only when they’re
old.” Can’t recall where I read that line,
or its author’s name. God knows who
wrote it: a failed middle-aged poet or a
successful old novelist. Sounds more
like the former, if you ask me74 (Joshi,

2008, p.1).

The novel is the revised and enlarged version of a previous work, 7-ta professor
Sastiballabh Pant, which was published in Hams in December 1990. The short story had
become the subject of widespread discussions and was even included in Sankalp kahta
dasak, the collection of the most important tales of the decade.

The story of T-ta professor is related by an internal narrator, Mr Jo$1 (notice the
name), a middle-aged writer, experiencing a period of crisis. The beginning of this short
novel is in fact a bitter and disenchanted reflection on the potentialities of writing, pro-
gressively highlighting the impossibility of rendering through words the complexity of
human nature and experiences. Nonetheless, thanks to a flashback to the protagonist’s
youth, this gloomy tone soon gives way to a lighter one.

Mr Josi, after a fortuitous encounter with an old acquaintance, recalls his past as a
teacher in the remote village of Sunaulidhar. He particularly evokes a peculiar figure,
Sastiballabh Pant, better known as Professor T-ta, due to his way of pronouncing the
white soldiers’ salutation. Professor T-ta considered himself an authority on the English
language and was used to wandering with a notebook to record any new English word.
People from the school staff considered him a caricatural figure and Mr Jo$1 even decided
to write a comic tale based on him. T-ta’s love for the British world was not his unique
peculiarity: he was literally obsessed by sex and found potential erotic allusions in any
matter. Mr Jo$1, in order to obtain some tasty information, started to spend some time
with T-ta, pretending to confide in him his first, improbable sexual experiences. Never-
theless, in this way the writer came to know about T-ta’s sad childhood in a widow’s
house. The only remaining male member of his family, he had been brought up by his
mother Ija, overcome by her husband’s death and aged prematurely, by his overbearing
aunt Bubii and his sister-in-law, Bhoju. With the latter, T-ta had his first sexual experi-
ences. It seems that Mr Jo$1 had reached his goal, but in actual fact his literary project

crumbled. He was no longer able to write anything: the images of Sastiballabh, the sad

74 “FHIAAT FH TATHT H ZT AL ST AT 3T FATHR HT FETT § g T&T gET AT 017 — T Ik TaT Ag!
A oot StaTe § fe Frara & agt oft? Sk 7 A ofY o A1e A€ wn S A F o912 w7 A gde
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in Jost, 2008, p. 5)
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orphan and the elderly lustful man, were colliding one with the other, with no possible
conciliation. Later, Sastiballabh had a relationship with Prempyari, a relative of his host
in Lahore. When Prempyart became pregnant she was forced to have an abortion and to
marry a poor clerk. T-ta was sent away from Lahore and reached Sunaulidhar, becoming
the village teacher. Time passed, but Mr Jos1 was still unable to write about T-ta’s life.
After the summer break, Mr Jos$1’s post was not confirmed and he left for Lucknow,
with no chance of saying goodbye to T-ta and the rest of the school staff. Some years lat-
er, during the funeral ceremony of a relative, Mr Jos1 discovers that T-ta has died of a
heart attack on the first anniversary of his son’s death. The novel ends with an impressive
image: Mr Jo$1, walking on a river bank, stares at a dead foetus floating on the water’s

surface.

3.5. Maiiziir Ehtesam - Dastan-e-Lapta (1995)

Maiizir Ehtesam was born in Bhopal on 3 April 1948, into a cultured Muslim fami-
ly. He undertook studies at the Aligarh Muslim University and at the Maulana Azad Col-
lege of Technology in Bhopal, but never completed them. In 1978 he started to work in
the family company, selling furniture and items for interior decoration (Stark, 1995 p. 11).

His grandfather came to Bhopal from the North West Frontier Province in around
1860. He was a Pashto-speaker, with a background in Arabian and Persian languages. The
memories of the time of displacement, of cultural and linguistic distinctiveness represent
the basis of Mafiziir Ehtesam’s fictional world. Over these almost mythical layers the au-
thor has created vivid pictures of postcolonial India and particularly of the city of Bhopal
(Sahitya Akademi, 2007, p. 2).

Mafiziir Ehtesam’s first short story, Ramjan mer maut, was published in Sarika
magazine in 1973, followed three years later by his first novel Kuch aur din. Probably his
most well-known works are Sikha bargad’ (1986), Dastan-e-lapta (1995) and Basart
mamzil (2004), which constitutes the so called Bhopali trilogy (on Kuch aur din, Sukha
bargad and Dastan-e-lapta see Ray, 2002, pp. 356-357). These novels deal with the deep
changes in Bhopal ethos due to overwhelming outside forces, commemorating the unique
and dying culture of the city. In particular, they “open up a view of the heterogeneity of
Indo-Islamic culture and its ongoing dialogue with the rich local culture of a traditional
Indian city in the throes of modernization” (Sahitya Akademi, 2007, p. 3). He wrote three
collections of short stories — Ramjan mem maut (1982), Tasbih (1998), Tamasa tatha
anya kahaniyam (2001) — and a play, Ek tha badsah (1981).

Ehte$am received various awards, such as the Srikant Varma Memorial and the
Bhartiya Bhasa Parisad for the novel Sitkha bargad and Virsimh Dev Purskar for Dastan-

75 The novel was translated into English by Kuldip Singh, with the title A Dying Banyan. On this novel see
also Stark, 1995, pp. 35-37 and 139-142; Varma, 2003.
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e-lapta. Moreover, he was the incumbent of the Nirala Srijanpeeth (the chair for creative
writing, instituted by the government of Madhya Pradesh) in Bhopal from 2001 to 2005,

and he was also conferred the Padma Sri (2003) in recognition of his literary merits.

Dastan-e-lapta (The Tale of the Missing Man) - the story

The doctor looked at him with interest.
Gold teeth littered his mouth.

The doctor had just finished repeating
the same barrage of tests he’d done on a
number of prior visits—ones not only
this doctor had put him through, but
also several others. They had a name for
this absurdity: the check up76 (Ehtesam,
2010, on Pratilipi).

The novel’s protagonist is Zamir Ehmad Khan, a middle-aged Indian-Muslim, liv-
ing in Bhopal. He is convinced that he is suffering from a undiagnosable mental disease
and, from the earliest pages, he is depicted as a patient in a doctor’s office. He seems to
be incapable of any action and because of this he has lost his wife, his daughters and his
job. The story alternates between Zamir Ehmad Khan’s present life in 1987 and fragment-
ed memories of his past: he goes on throwing together half truths and half lies in order to
excuse the failures of his life. The novel is sprinkled with multiple characters — his par-
ents and relatives, his friend, Vivek, his mentor Aziz, his wife Rahat, his two lovers Anisa
and Vasima Begam — but it is often difficult to understand their actual role in Zamir
Ehmad Khan’s life. The text appears as a complex but incomplete mosaic, where it is al-
most impossible to reconstruct a unitary design.

During his first forty years Zamir Ehmad Khan has collected many fruitless expe-
riences: this is the case of his education as an engineer in Aligarh and in Bhopal, of his
unlucky relationships with women and finally of his unsuccessful business partnership. At
the end of the Seventies, for instance, he opened a shop, the Treasure Trove, selling carpe-
ts, expensive furniture and decor. He started this business with a friend, Saraphat Miyari,
who actually made the initial investment. Nonetheless, Zamir Ehmad Khan’s contribution
appeared fundamental, particularly due to his loquacity and good relations with the cu-
stomers. When Zamir Ehmad Khan starts to develop the hardly comprehensible symp-
toms of his mental disease, Saraphat Miyarh agrees to let him have some days off. The

man’s attitude seems quite sympathetic: he will wait for his partner to recover, but then he

76 St IHHT A fae=edt ¥ 3@ L7 A7) 39 47 § s afq 914 % 2|
a+ft T 3T UGS a8 IHF ATT Tgl THIH gLahd gl T AT ST Uge Fs IT¢ HT T AT 3T IqF FATar
T AT ST HI FT b A I ATUT H 6 dgal HaT2a 1 910 9A-377 47| (Ehtesam, 2000, p. 9)
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will require dedication to the shop and a sense of responsibility. Zamir Ehmad Khan stops
working for some days, but as his friend does not visit him, his condition gets worse. He
thinks that his partner is dispossessing him of their creation, to make room for his son.
Zamir Ehmad Khan remains at home for a long period. For two months Saraphat Miyarh
continues to send him his salary without complaining, but then all relations end with no
agreement nor explanations between the two former friends.

Zamir Ehmad Khan’s private life is intertwined with the life of the city of Bhopal
and more generally with the life of the nation. In many cases the protagonist observes
how the city is quickly changing due to the impending modernization process. The streets
are always busy and, despite being enlarged, appear smaller than in the past; old buildings
and green areas have disappeared, replaced by shops and malls. Zamir Ehmad Khan is
unable to find his place in this new reality, he feels left behind. As Ulrike Stark pointed
out, it is not “a mere sense of disorientation in a rapidly modernizing and impersonal so-
ciety, but rather a disconcerting sense of detachment from the self, an uneasiness about
one’s existence in a contingent world” (Stark, 2001, p. 477). The author not only refers to
this aspect of the recent history of Bhopal, but also quotes events of national and interna-
tional relevance: the gas leak disaster which killed thousands of people in December 1984
(Ehtesam, 2000, p. 84); the upsurge in communal violence and the consequent demolition
of the Babr1 Masjid (pp. 243-245); the effects of Partition on the Muslim community (p.
89); the Iran-Iraq war and Gorbachev politics (Ehtesam, 2000, pp. 86-87).

The novel was conceived in a Muslim context and this is clearly visible from the
earliest pages?7. There are references to prayers and children’s traditional education with
maulvi-s, but also some irreverent episodes. This is the case of Dulhan Cact — an old rel-
ative considered crazy by many people due to a past illness, but particularly due to her
strange way of behaving — who relates her pilgrimage to Mecca. When she approached
the Black Stone she realized that it was stained by devotees’ saliva. She felt so nauseated
that she was unable to kiss it. Moreover, as many members of the family secretly hoped
that she would die during the pilgrimage, she ironically adds to her narration that she will
pray that such a privilege would be conceded to those people. Dulhan Caci is so glad to
return: she does not need any first-class paradise, she can die in her own house (Ehte$§am,
2000, pp. 42-43).

A last noteworthy aspect of the novel is the author’s presence in the text: Ehtesam,
in fact, intervenes directly twice to discuss with his readers the relationship between the
creator and his creation. In two “prefaces” — placed at the end of part I (Prastavna: ek
hastaksep) and part Il (Ek aur hastaksep: punah prastavna) — the writer initially under-

lines the fictional nature of his novel, rejecting any correspondence between himself and

77 1t is probably worth clarifying that, with this statement, I do not wish to suggest an equivalence between
“normality” and the Hindu context. Simply the religious element and, more specifically, the reflection on
the protagonist’s identity as an Indian muslim (see section 4.2.1) is particularly relevant within this novel.
On identity and society in the novels of Muslim Hindi writers see Stark, 1995.
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his character, but he gradually arrives at a more complex interpretation. The reader comes
to know that the /apta, the missing man, is “a lookalike ‘I’, the alter ego that always stays
out of one’s reach: it is the Lost One, the Unknown, the Missing, which, despite the obvi-
ous differences between man and man, is essentially the same in all” (Sahitya Akademi,
2007, p. 4; on this aspect of the novel see also Vajahat, 1996, p. 45).

3.6. Mrdula Garg - Kathgulab (1996)

Mrdula Garg was born in Calcutta on 25 October 1938. She was a sickly child and
could not attend school for three years. Nevertheless, thanks to her father, at an early age
she started to read the masters such as Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Chekhov, Henry James,
Shakespeare, Jainendra, Rabindranath Thakur. Her mother — an avid reader of literature
in three languages, Hindi, English and Urdu — also bolstered her love for reading. The
woman was an invalid, but Mrdula loved her exactly because she was different: later her
figure will inspire the non-stereotypical female characters of Mrdula’s novels and stories.
Ironically, Mrdula Garg married into a completely different family, down to earth and
unimaginative. Her loneliness pushed her into creative writing, but this form of escape
soon turned into a passion (Jain, 2010; Jaju, 2012, pp. 17-21).

Mrdula Garg, after graduation, taught Economics at Delhi University for three
years. During the 1980s she wrote a fortnightly column in a Calcutta magazine, Ravivar,
and more recently, from 2003 to 2010, she collaborated with India Today writing the col-
umn Kataks. She was a research associate at the Center for South Asian Studies of the
University of California-Berkeley in April 1990. She has been invited to speak on Hindi
literature and criticism, on discrimination against women at Universities and conferences
in several countries.

Her first short story, Rukavat, was published in Sarika magazine in 1971 and was
followed by many others. A collection of more than eighty short stories, Sangati-Visanga-
ti, was published in two volumes in 2004. She wrote three dramas and various collections
of essays. Her first novel, Uske hisse ki dhiip was published in 1975 and caused quite a
stir, as it was probably the first text in Hindi literature to call into question the sanctity of
both arranged and love marriages, leading in a natural way to sexually uninhibited beha-
vior. Her principal novels include Vamsaj (1976), Cittakobra (1979; because of which she
was arrested on charges of obscenity), Anitya (1980), Maim aur maim (1984), Kathgulab
(1996) and Miljul man (2009), for which she won the Sahitya Akademi award in 2013.
Most of her work can be read as a feminist struggle for self-emancipation (Consolaro,
2011a, pp. 286-290; Jaju, 2012, pp. 22-34; Ray, 2002, pp. 352-354)
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Kathgulab (lit. Woodrose) - the story

MY NAME IS Smita. I am home after
nearly twenty years. The same old
home, under layers of dust. A little fad-
ed in memory, a little unfamiliar, per-
haps, when you see it unexpectedly, but
that didn’t last (Garg, 2003, p. 1).78

The novel is structured in five chapters depicting five different characters: Smita,
Marianne, Narmada, Asima and Vipin. Each of them relates her/his own individual expe-
riences and traumas, but at the same time proposes a different point of view on other
characters’ stories.

Smita is a middle-aged woman who returns to India after twenty years in America.
The text begins with the memory of her childhood in her parents’ house and, after their
deaths, of her living with her sister Namita and her brother-in-law j7ja. Here we have a
first traumatic episode: Smita is raped by a mysterious man (probably her jija, but she
will never know for sure) in her own room, in front of a mirror and under bright lights.
The following morning the girl leaves the house and goes to Kanpur to start her under-
graduate courses. Afterwards, avoiding any contact with her sister and her family, Smita
flies to the USA. She lives in great solitude for some months, far from the bright lights of
the shopping malls, looking at the trees as her only friends. During the Christmas period
she starts some psychotherapy sessions. We do not know exactly what is being related by
Smita, but it seems that Doctor Jarvis misrepresents the girl’s situation, without under-
standing her painful past. After some months Smita marries Jim Jarvis, but this relation-
ship leads to a second episode of abuse: he beats his wife, causing her to have a miscar-
riage. The girl runs away and seeks a shelter in RAW (Relief for Abused Women), an as-
sociation where she has already been working. The first person that Smita meets in
RAW’s office is Marianne, the protagonist of the second chapter.

Marianne is a sociologist, with a lively artistic flair. If Smita agrees to talk about her
life in America shrouding her past, Marianne talks about her first unsuccessful marriage,
but she is rather evasive about her present life. As a child she suffered because of her self-
ish mother, who only cared about appearances and money, therefore she married an aspir-
ing novelist, without any pragmatic interest. The man asks for her help in his research in
order to find materials for his perfect building, his great novel. He changes his mind con-
tinually but in the end he finds a suitable subject: stories of women who migrated from

Europe to America in different historical moments. Marianne, after being persuaded to
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have an abortion, dedicates all her energies to this new project. She provides her husband
with the stories of four women, which will be published under the name of Irving Whit-
man with the title Women of the Earth. This man has firstly taken away her flesh and
blood child and now her spiritual child. Marianne divorces him and gradually tries to for-
get her hatred for men. She remarries, this time a more pragmatic man, with the aim of
having three children. Unfortunately, after several miscarriages and analysis, she has to
abandon her dream, and decides to adopt a child. Time goes by among legal procedures,
but finally a little girl should arrive in Marianne’s house. Only in this moment does her
husband reveal his real thoughts: he does not like little children, he already has two from
his previous marriage and he does not want to repeat the experience. After this second
divorce Marianne abandons the idea of motherhood and frees her creative energy in writ-
ing novels.

In the third chapter the reader goes back to India to listen to Narmada’s story. When
Smita returns to Delhi, Narmada is working as a maidservant at her sister’s house. While
receiving Smita in Namita’s absence, the woman relates her memories. It is very often
difficult to understand whether Narmada is answering Smita’s questions or if she is just
thinking. It is worth noting that this chapter is written in a more colloquial form of Hindi,
in order to gain a mimetic effect. Narmada had to start working in a bangle factory when
she was still a child. After her mother’s death she lived with her married sister Ganga and
their mentally retarded brother. Her jzja was a violent and cruel man, who oppressed and
exploited the two sisters. Furthermore, Narmada was obliged to marry him: that custom
was allowed in their community. Narmada worked for some years at the home of Darjin
Bib1 (Asima’s mother), learning to sew, then she worked in a school and finally arrived as
a maidservant at Namita’s house. Here, Narmada, who had neither a husband nor a child,
brought up Namita’s children (Nirja and Pardip) and took care of her invalid husband.
The atmosphere in the house is gloomy, there is no love among the members of the fami-
ly. Especially Namita seems to be unable to feel any affection: she spends very little time
with her children and has only words of bitterness for her husband. After his death, when
Nirja and Pardip are grown up, Narmada cannot manage to stay any longer in the house.

The forth chapter is dedicated to Asima’s story. She is an assertive feminist working
in the Delhi branch of Oxfam. She hates all men, starting with her father and her brother
Asim, and she considers marriage a terrible sentence for all women. Originally her name
was Sma, a more conventional feminine name, that means limited, but significantly she
decided to change it into Asima (unlimited). She was a childhood friend of Smita and,
after many years, she is going to meet her due to a common project for the empowerment
of deprived girls. This means a new opportunity to relate Smita’s escape from India from
an alternative point of view. She mentions that Smita’s sister had a relationship with her
brother Asim: she found out by chance, as she went to Namita’s house to talk to Narmada.
Narmada’s story is recalled as well, with special attention on her forced marriage with her

Jjija and the impossibility of receiving any help from the authorities. One day, Asima’s
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mother suffers a severe heart attack: as her last wish she requests that Narmada takes over
her work in the tailoring shop. Furthermore, with Asima’s help, she would like to open a
little school where the seamstress-girls can have their little brothers and sisters admitted.
A few days later, Astma’s mother dies. The chapter ends with almost all the main charac-
ters of the novel meeting in front of Astma’s house: Namita and her daughter Nirja are
looking for Narmada, while Smita and Vipin are looking for Asima.

In the last chapter, we find the only male voice: Vipin is a middle-aged colleague of
AsTma, a very sensitive man, with a deep desire of fatherhood, who considers absolute
sorrow the only omnipresent reality. He has decided to make his marriage proposal to
Astma in order to adopt a child, but some unexpected events occur causing him to change
his mind. After Darjin Bib1’s death, he encounters Nirja and he is immediately fascinated
by her youth and vitality: she could be the mother of his children. They become lovers
and decide to try to have a baby, later they can also get married. Unfortunately, Nirja is
unable to become pregnant. After some painful months, during which the girl becomes a
sort of robot, “a numb woman-machine” (Garg, 2003, p. 216), she leaves Vipin and mar-
ries a widower with two little children. Vipin decides to join Astma and Smita in the vil-
lage of Godhar, where they are involved in a project for the development of marginalized

arcas.

3.7. Vinod Kumar Sukla - Divar merit ek khirki rahti thi (1997)

Vinod Kumar Sukla was born on 1 January 1937 in Rajnandgamv (Chhattisgarh).
He graduated from high school in 1954 and enrolled at the Agricultural University of Ja-
balpur, with the hope of finding a good position upon graduation. He obtained his M.Sc.
in 1962 and was soon hired as Demonstrator at the Agricultural University of Gwalior. In
1966 he was transferred to Raipur, where he currently lives. He worked as Associate Pro-
fessor at the Indira Gandhi Agricultural University until his retirement in 1996.

Thanks to his older brother, Sukla met the well-known poet and writer Muktibodh.
The latter, in fact, was appointed Hindi Lecturer in Rajnandgariv in 1958, where Sukla’s
brother was studying. At that time Sukla had started writing poetry and meeting Muktibo-
dh represented a sort of revelation. Later, during his studies in Jabalpur, Sukla became a
regular visitor to the house of the satirist and humorist Hari$ankar Parsai (Simh, 2013 pp.
26-34; Sukla, 1999, p. viii).

Vinod Kumar Sukla wrote several collections of verses (see Offredi, 1998), among
them Lagbhag jay Hind (1971), Sab kuch hond baca rahega (1992), Atirikt nahim (2001)
and Akas dharti ko khatkhatata hai (2006). His first novel, Naukar ki kamiz, was publi-
shed in 1979 and, about twenty years later, was adapted into a movie by Mani Kaul. The
text can be considered the first part of a trilogy on the Indian lower-middle class, which
was completed by Khilega to dekhemge (1996) and Divar mem ek khirki rahti thi (A win-
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dow lived in a wall, 1997)7°. The protagonist of Naukar ki kamiz is Santi Babi, a young
clerk, living with his wife in a humble house, rented from a physician. He relates in the
first person some episodes of his life, about his household and his job at an excise office.
Khilega to dekhemge is the story of a teacher who is forced to move from his school, de-
stroyed by a storm, to an abandoned police station. The other characters are the village
watchman — convinced that his popgun really can be lethal, just by aiming properly at
the target — and a shopkeeper searching for his beautiful, runaway wife. As in the pre-
vious novel, the plot is extremely reduced and composed of a collage of images of daily
life. The same structure characterizes Divar mem ek khirki rahtt thi, the novel selected for
my analysis, with which Sukla won the Sahitya Akademi award in 1999 (Ray 2002, pp.
361-363). Divar was translated into several Indian and European languages and inspired a
stage adaptation by Mohan Mabharsi.

Sukla’s novels — despite dealing with the living condition of the lower middle
class — significantly diverge from the tradition of social realism: there are no specific
references to the Indian historical and political situation, no great ideals or veiled teach-
ings. The author seems to rediscover the poetry of small things, mixing reality with what
is possible or with what can be imagined. For these reasons, Sukla’s prose is often con-
nected to magical realism. Actually, as the writer underlined, this is never an effect artifi-
cially obtained:

I believe, and it is only my personal view, that my imagination is
also my reality. Sometimes, in the face of relentless reality, that
imagination seems truer. So often, in times of distress, we tell
each other, ‘Sab theek ho jayega (Everything will be alright).’
Can anything be further from truth? Everything will never be al-
right. But it seems, at that moment, to be possible. (Chakrabarti
2015)

79 All three novels were translated into English by Satti Khanna, respectively with the title The servant’s
shirt, Once if Flowers and A Window Lived in a Wall.

80



Divar mem ek khirki rahti thi (A Window Lived in the Wall) - the story

It was this morning. The sun played no
tricks. It did not steal away and appear
elsewhere. It rose in the East. Some
days it would rise and hide behind
clouds but it rose for sure (Shukla,
2007, p.1).80

The protagonist is Raghuvar Prasad, a twenty-two-year-old math lecturer, newly
married. His life is divided between two poles, his modest house and his college, eight
kilometers away. The house (as in Sukla’s first novel Naukar ki kamiz) represents the
place to return to, the place of intimacy, while the workplace is characterized by formal
and hierarchical relations. Usually to connect these two realities there are jitneys, bikes
and scooters, but one day an elephant appears. A sadhi is riding on the huge animal and
offers Raghuvar a ride home. The young man initially feels nervous, but progressively he
manages to relax. Raghuvar starts traveling regularly with the sadhi and discovers a new
and at the same time ancient way of traveling, in slow motion and in accordance with na-
ture.

Raghuvar Prasad’s domestic life is humble, but happy. His young wife SonsT has
just joined him, but they quickly develop great complicity and intimacy. Moreover, her
arrival allows him to discover a new, magical world just beyond their window. There,
they can enjoy the beauty of an edenic garden, which becomes the ideal landscape for
their love. There is lush vegetation, a river with fresh clear water, ponds full of lotuses,
birds twittering, children playing and an old woman taking care of their needs. Raghu-
var’s parents, during one of their visits, manage to enter this world, nevertheless this di-
mension is not accessible to everybody. The Head of the Math Department, for example,
has a glimpse of it, but is not able to access to it. He attempts to bring his wife and his
children beyond the window, but in vain.

The couple leads a quiet life, amidst Raghuvar’s lessons and Sonsi’s domestic du-
ties, but one day they find the elephant alone in front of their house. They cannot see the
sadhi anywhere. Raghuvar is doubtful: what would he do if the sadhii has left for
Benares as he once mentioned? Actually, it is just a false alarm, as the same evening the
sadhii, who had felt sick, appears and takes the animal back. Some days pass and this
time both the sadhii and the elephant seem to have disappeared. Worried, Raghuvar
reaches the sadhii’s place to check on what is going on. The sadhii has almost recovered,
but the elephant has injured a foot and is unable to walk properly. Finally, Raghuvar’s
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fear becomes true: the sadhii actually sets out for Benares, leaving the pachyderm chained
in the compound where he used to live. As the young man discovers what has happened,
he immediately goes to the animal and frees it. When he returns home he imagines that
the elephant will follow him (as it did on a previous occasion), but this does not happen.
The animal has not gone to Raghuvar’s settlement, nor has it remained in its compound: it
has simply disappeared (Sukla, 2014, pp. 154-156). The elephant is undoubtedly a central
metaphor of the novel (together with the “window on the wall”), nonetheless it is quite
complex to decode. The huge, slow animal represents an alternative to the frenzy of con-

temporary life:

In the days when the world moved at a slower pace, the ele-
phant’s swaying gait could keep up. The elephant was no longer
in step with the world but it ported a world of its own and into
this world Raghuvar Prasad was gradually gaining entrance.
(Shukla, 2007, p. 14)8!

The elephant is a reminder of another type of life, which proceeds slowly, but in accor-
dance with nature. Moreover, the elephant, traditionally a symbol of majesty, seems to
elevate Raghuvar from his low social status. But why does the sadhii abandon the animal,
leaving it presumably to Raghuvar Prasad and Sonsi’s care? And why does the elephant
finally disappear? Taking into account the whole story, and particularly the protagonist’s
trajectory, the elephant may also be read as a symbol of the power of imagination (see
also 4.1.1). Initially, Raghuvar needs the sadhii’s help to feel comfortable with it, but pro-
gressively he becomes capable of handing this power. Therefore, when the sadhi finally
leaves, Raghuvar definitively frees the physical and metaphorical animal from its chains.

The elephant disappears as the young man has internalized the power of imagination.

3.8. Gitaiijali Sri- Hamara Sahar us baras (1998)

Gitafijali St was born on 12 June 1957 in Mainpuri (Uttar Pradesh). She started her
career as a historian and sociologist, dealing with modern Indian history. Under her real
name, Gitafijali Pandey, she published four papers on the role of intellectuals in the mo-
vement for Independence. In 1989 her PhD thesis was published with the title Between
Two Worlds: An Intellectual Biography of Premchand. She became known as a novelist
and author of short stories with the name Gitafijali Sri, taking her mother's first name ST
as her last name.

Her first short story, Belpatr was published in 1987 in Hams and was followed by
the collection Anuginj in 1991. Successively, she published three more collections of
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short stories, Vairdagya (1999), Marc, Mam aur Sakurd (2008) and Pratinidhi kahaniyam
(2010). Gitafijali Sri’s first novel Mar (1993) is set in a typical joint family in Northern
India, and depicts the complex relations between a modern daughter and a mother deeply
rooted in her conventional role (for an introduction to this and to the following novels see
Consolaro 2006, pp. 124-141). The novel was translated into several languages, including
English, French, German, Serbian and Urdu. Her other novels include Hamara sahar us
baras (1998), Tirohit (2001), Khali jagah (2006) and Ret-samadhi (2018) If Tirohit is
another intimate story, dealing with women’s identities and relationships (it describes an
improbable friendship between two women, with completely different backgrounds), both
Khali jagah and Hamara sahar us baras are related to social issues with a global impact,
such as terrorism and communalism (see Shree 2011, at http://www.caravanmagazine.in/
reviews-essays/polyphonic-world-hindi-fiction/2). Gitafjali ST is also associated with the

theatre and writes scripts for Delhi-based theatre groups.

Hamara sahar us baras (Our city that year) - the story

This is the place. Our city.

In this city where the three of them had
emerged perplexed, they will bring up
everything, guilt and guilty parties, in-
jured and dead bodies.32

Hamara sahar us baras (1998) is the story of a broken friendship and ideals, where
history enters everyone’s life and moulds it. The protagonists are four intellectuals unable
to face the spreading communal violence. Set in an unnamed city in Northern India, the
novel deals with the tension between the Hindu and the Muslim community in an unde-
fined year®? in the late Twentieth century. The story is related in fragments by a narrator,
who lives in the same city as the main characters and experiences the same time of dis-
tress, but who is external to their group. From the beginning of the novel the narrator ex-
plicitly says that she wants to bear witness to what was going on in the city, that year (St,
2010, pp. 7-8, 12, 60). In an interview the author stated that she started writing Hamara
Sahar us baras “because it was a very painful time in India: it was a moment when people
like me were very troubled by the world we were living in. [...] We were going in direc-
tions that were completely hateful to us but we were helpless, we could do
nothing” (Consolaro, 2006, p. 128). As a reaction, she thought that she had to write a
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83 The events may be set during the 1980s or early 90s before the demolition of the BabrT Masjid.
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novel about this situation, about this atmosphere. She felt she could not write about any-
thing else. Nonetheless, added Gitafijali St7, “it was not at all an easy subject. We were
too much in the middle of it. It was all around us. There was not any distance from it, and
yet you need a little bit of distance, because it’s not easy to talk about something when
there’s just a cacophony around” (Consolaro, 2006, p. 129).

The novel’s main characters are Sruti, Hanif (a married couple) and their neighbors
Sarad and Daddi. Sruti and Hanif could represent a successful example of mixed cul-
tured4, as she is a Hindu writer and he is a Muslim university lecturer. On many occasions,
Sruti is depicted while sitting, in an attempt to start writing. She knows that during such a
period she should write about social and political issues, but she is not able to do so (St
2010, pp. 7, 74, 98). She can only write love stories (pp. 33-34, 52). Hanif is a well-
known scholar, committed to both research and teaching. He participates in several semi-
nars, even abroad, and he has a good, informal relationship with his students, which,
however, causes envy among his colleagues. Furthermore, he is set to become the new
Head of the Department. Sarad is a Hindu university lecturer, a childhood friend of Hanif;
his old father, Dadd, holds in great esteem Urdu poetry and literature as a pure expres-
sion of beauty. Daddu’s divan is a fundamental meeting point in the novel, where numer-
ous discussions take place.

The narrator, through a fragmented plot, recreates a situation which is deteriorating,
both on private and public levels. In the city, loudspeakers have started to spread violent
and fanatic messages; the riots have become frequent and bombs terrorize the inhabitants.
But the communal prejudices and violence reach the protagonists’ homes as well. A first
occasion of friction between Hanif and Sarad is offered by the rotation to the headship of
the department. Hanif should be the candidate, but he does not want the position. He is
afraid that until Professor Nandan’s retirement, he will be like a puppet in his hands.
Sarad on many occasions tries to persuade his friend to accept the post, but in vain. At the
end of the novel the position will be held by Sarad himself (Sri, 2010, p. 333), while
Hanif will be isolated both by colleagues and students. A turning point in the novel is an
episode of physical abuse suffered (paradoxically) by Sarad (pp. 236-240). During his
speech, in the last public assembly of that year, three stones are thrown by a Hindu fanat-
ic. After the first stone, the scholar addresses the assailant: how can he be a real Hindu?
Does he not know that discussion represents the basis of the Hindu dharma? A second
stone is thrown, breaking a window. Sarad is intimidated, he should remain silent as, in
the assailant’s words, he is a “non-Hindu”. Hanif, even if he is the only Muslim partici-
pant, attempts to respond. A third stone hurts Sarad and the police have to intervene.
Quickly the episode is distorted by rumors: someone says that the assembly was inter-

rupted by a Muslim attack. Several letters appear in newspapers and in the department,

84 Significantly their names represent the union of two revealed truths. Sruti (Sanskrit, lit., what is heard)

denotes the revealed truth heard by the saint seers of the Vedic time; while Hanif (Arab: hanif’) means “true
believer” (Consolaro, 2010, p. 97).
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criticizing Hanif’s participation and asking for his apologies (Sri, 2010, pp. 246, 252-253,
263). Even Sarad, in private, disapproves of his friend’s speech: he is a Muslim, he should
not have spoken in such a context. If in the first part of the novel Sarad attempts to pro-
fess his faith in secularism, he is now defining his and other people’s self in communal
terms. Hanif is losing the students’ support as well: in fact the students’ union passes a
resolution to dismiss him from the university (Sri, 2010, p. 272). Furthermore, fourteen
BA students ask to be exonerated from his class and to substitute it with some other lec-
turers’ lessons (p. 307). Finally, a disquieting hitlist is hung on the walls of the university:
Hanif’s name is included (pp. 296, 304-305). This professional and personal crisis makes
him surrender and decide to go on sabbatical.

The impossibility of reconciling the situation is shown by one of the last fragments
of the novel. Daddi and Sruti are attacked by a group of young fanatics, while they are at
home, discussing what is real and what is not (pp. 344-350). Even the most intimate
sphere (here represented by Daddti’s home) is violated by the external world.

3.9. Alka Saravgl - Kali-katha: vaya baipas (1998)

Alka Saravgi was born into a marvari family in Calcutta on 17 November 1960.
She focused her PhD in Hindi literature on Raghuvir Sahay’s work. Her first short story
Ap ki hamst was published in 1991 in the Hindi literary magazine Vartman Sahitya, fol-
lowed five years later by a collection of short stories, Kahant ki talas mem (Parson, 2012,
p. 116). Her most famous novel is Kali-katha: vaya baipas (1998), for which she won the
Srikant Varma Purskar and the Sahitya Akademi award. The novel became a great literary
success, with relevant echoes on an international scale. Kali-katha was translated into
English (by the author herself), French, Italian, Spanish and Urdu. The novel, as the au-
thor stated, was largely influenced by her grandmother’s accounts of her past as an exile
from Rajasthan to Calcutta (she was one of the first women of the marvari community to
accompany her husband to Calcutta). When she started to write on Kisor Babu’s life
(Kali-katha protagonist), Saravgi realized that one hundred and fifty years of history bu-
ried in her memories through her grandmother began to be reaffirmed by what she was
reading, or what the old marvari citizens of Calcutta were telling her (Saraogi, 2004, pp.
18- 21).

Saravgi’s other novels include Ses kadambari (2001), Kor bat nahi (2004), Ek
brek ke bad (2008) and Jankidas Tejpal Mansion (2015). The latter is the story of Jay-
govind, a computer engineer who returns to Calcutta after his studies in the USA and be-
comes involved in the Naxalite movement. The protagonist’s life follows the disappoint-
ments of the first post-Independence generation, from the early optimism for freedom to
the broken dreams of the present (Kumar, 2015).
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Kali-katha: vaya baipas (Kalikatha: via bypass) - the story

Calcutta. Lansdowne Road. Exactly in
the middle of exhaust gases of buses
and hurtling cars, of screaming horns
and screeching breaks, Kisor Babu was
seen crossing the road, unconcerned
about looking back and forth, in front of
the newest and most expensive restau-
rant of the city, the Golden Harvest.%

The main character is Kisor Babii, a seventy-two-year-old marvari man, who has
just been subjected to a bypass operation. When he wakes up in the hospital, he has a
lump on his head and starts to behave in a strange and unexpected way. His family — his
wife Saroj, his daughters and his son — see him wandering on foot in the streets of Cal-
cutta and reading his ancestors’ diaries. Everything is quite unusual for a parvenu who
used his car to reach each and every place and who spent most of his life deleting a past
of poverty. The bypass operation seems to reawaken Kisor Babii and determines the be-
ginning of the third phase of his life: the first phase covered his childhood and youth until
the Independence of India, while the second the following fifty years, until 1997. Most of
the story, moving back and forth between the 1940s and 1990s, connects the first and the
third phase of the protagonist’s life. This offers a privileged perspective from which to
observe the recent history of India, from the struggle for Independence to its fiftieth an-
niversary. The ideological thrust of the past and the plurality of its voices have disap-
peared, leaving room for a consumeristic, empty society.

In a remarkable example of analepsis, the narrator introduces the story of Kisor
Babiu’s ancestors, who left the village of Bhivani and tried to make their fortune in the
city of Calcutta. However, analepsis is used mainly to relate Kisor’s childhood and youth.
After the premature death of his father and his elder brother, he grew up with two wid-
ows, with the economic support of his maternal uncles. At school he had two friends
Santnu, an enthusiastic follower of Subhas Candr Bos, and Amolak, a committed Gandhi-
an. He admired their firm belief in their ideals, but he could never deeply share any of
their positions. Kisor has to start working in his uncles’ shop, which provides clothing to
the Western military. This puts him in a complex situation, as he considers the soldiers
invaders, responsible for many atrocities; but at the same time, he is aware that the sur-

vival of his family depends on them. Kisor’s story intertwines with History: the Second

85 | was unable to find the English translation, hence all translations from this text are mine. As a reference
in a Western language, I consulted Bypass al cuore di Calcutta (2007), a translation into Italian by Mariola

Offredi. FAFT &F AASTSA U T IS & IIEAT TSAT, TEI-THAT THT F U, FT@d gid < A A a0l
AETSI & S AT (helT aTg ANT-I8T 7 3@d g0 Ug¥ % qad 90 T T8 Jgdl el Treed
AT’ & 9THA 8 §2% U F7d a6 [T (Saravgi, 2003, p. 5)
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World War which terrifies Calcutta with the fear of a Japanese air assault, the famine of
1943, the communal violence. After all these events Kisor’s heart hardens and he loses
any contact with his friends and with the word of his childhood.

One day, after the bypass operation, Kisor finds out that Amolak died in 1992 dur-
ing the demolition of the Babr1 Masjid, while he was trying to stop the Hindu extremists.
Ki$or manages to contact Santnu, but discovers that he has completely forgotten his past
and grown rich on foreign aid. A third episode, on 15 August 1997, discourages Kisor
completely. His son has promised him a gift for the 50-year Independence Day. He
wrongly thinks that it might be a flag. Instead, Kisor receives the key of a Ford Freedom,
a limited edition in one of the colors of the Indian flag. All ideals of the 1940s are defeat-
ed or betrayed, both on individual and national scales.

The last pages of the novel are suspended in a dreamlike, imaginary atmosphere.
On the threshold of the new millennium, the world has completely changed: the planet is
dying, the earth is drying up, the air lacks oxygen. Government leaders have suspended
industrial production and the use of gas, oil and coal. The only way to save the earth is to
increase fields and vegetation and to replace the industrial machinery with men’s labor.
As in the past, the small farmers are now in the best condition to live in contact with the
earth. KiSor, remembering a promise made to his childhood friends, goes to the old Victo-

ria Memorial to meet both Santnu and Amolak.

3.10. Uday Prakas - Pili chatrivalr larkt (2001)

Uday Prakas was born on 1 January 1952 in Sitapur, a remote village in Sahdol di-
strict, Madhya Pradesh. It was a quite backward area, with a high percentage (about 52%)
of adivasi inhabitants (Patel, 2013, p. 61). This biographical information will be particu-
larly relevant while reading Pili chatrivali larki, the novel selected for analysis, in light of
its special attention on marginalized areas and adivasi issues.

Uday Prakas’s family belonged to the middle class and his parents handed him
down their interest in literature at an early age. Unfortunately, when he was only twelve
his mother died and his father started to have a drink problem. Five years later, in 1969,
his father also passed away. Despite the situation Uday Prakas managed to enroll at Dr.
Harisimh Gaur University, in the city of Sagar (Madhya Pradesh) and supported himself
by giving tuition. During the Emergency, he left his native region for Delhi. He took seve-
ral jobs: he worked as a teacher in the Manipur center of the Jawaharlal Nehru University,
he wrote for Diirdarsan, he made documentaries and worked for the magazine Zimes of
India. He translated into Hindi many international poets and writers, including Pablo Ne-
ruda, Federico Garcia Lorca, and H. Luis Borges. Uday Prakas authored poems and prose,

but initially the return to this activity was not sufficient to live on. A turning point was the
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publication of Pili chatrivali larki which provided him with a conspicuous income (Patel,
2013, pp. 61-63).

His literary work includes various collections of poems (for an introduction to Uday
Prakas’s verses see Patel, 2013, pp. 73-82), such as Suno karigar (1980), Abutar-kabiitar
(1984), Rat mem harmoniyam (1998) and collections of short stories, like Dariyayi ghora
(1982), Tirich (1990), Aur ant mem prarthnd (1994), Pol Gomra ka skiitar (1997), Datta-
treya ke dukh (2002) and Maingosil (2006). His short story Varen Hestings kda samd (see
section 2.2.2), from the collection Pol/ Gomra ka skiitar, was adapted for the theater by
Arvind Gaur (2001). In 2010 Uday Prakas won the Sahitya Akademi award for his long
short-story Mohandas (on this see Consolaro, 2011b). Its protagonist is a young dalit,
whose identity is stolen by the son of a local notable during the selection for a govern-
ment post. In September 2015 Uday Prakas returned the prestigious award as a protest
against the Akadem1’s indifference over the murder of the Kannada littérateur Kalburgi.
On this and other episodes of violence against intellectuals he said "the Akademi organi-
ses a tamasha of sorts, presents you an award and forgets about you. When something like
this happens, there is no word of consolation and support from them. Writers are a family
but they don't seem to care” (Ghosh, 2015). In less than two months his decision was

emulated by more than thirty writers (see Lal, 2015).

Pili chatrivali larki (The Girl with the Golden Parasol) - the story

Here’s the bare backside of Madhuri
Dixit, the same one Salman Khan had
aimed at and hit with the pebble from
his slingshot. Her back stiffened at the
sting, she bent at the waist, and then
turned around (Prakas, 2013, p. 3).8¢

Pilt chatri valr larki was published for the first time in installments in Hams in
1999. The tale was initially conceived as a love story, enriched with a humorous flavor,
but due to the extraordinary success of the first installment among the subaltern classes,
the author emphasized its dimension of social criticism (see the introduction to the En-
glish translations by Grunebaum, pp. xi-xii). In actual fact, Pili chatri vali larki, even un-
der the guise of a love story, appears as a direct attack on the consumer society and the
traditional caste system. Rahul, a non-brahmin boy, falls in love with Afijali, the daughter
of a brahmin minister and a Hindi MA student. Rahul, despite his interest in anthropolo-

86 1 ATYEY wAferd it agl 7 Tz =f, S| 2 qewe @ T [ & [Fomar arw w2 & 7 of. v

TS THY ST T 39 Ale & SAATH & AT AT 37 ATy Sferd 7 T qreshe diwg @7 9T, (Prakas, 2011, p.
7)
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gy, decides to follow his heart and transfer to the Hindi department. The background of
their story is a corrupt and deteriorated university campus, where local criminals (gunda)
steal from students and beat them up, without being prosecuted by the police or by the
authorities. One of the worst cases of violence involves a student from Manipur, Sapam.
The gunda-s enter his room, steal some money and force him to pee on the hot electric
heater, giving him an electric shock. They also try to sodomize him. Sapam, whose bro-
ther has just been killed in a shooting, cannot face the situation and commits suicide by
jumping down an old well. Nobody in the campus can guarantee students’ safety. A spe-
cial task force is created by the students (S.M.T.F, Special Militant Task Force) to prevent
gunda attacks. For any successful plan they have to suffer reprisals: a local magazine de-
scribes them as criminals who threaten the citizens, like agents from Pakistan and naxali-
tes; their rooms are searched by the police, some of them are arrested and beaten.

On the other hand, Rahul realizes that the Hindi department is completely dominat-
ed by brahmins. Only three of the thirty-four students are non-brahmin and almost all the
teachers are brahmins. The majority of mainstream authors, writers and editors of news-
papers, almost all people involved in institutions, academies linked to the world of Hindi
literature are brahmin. Rahul is afraid of this situation and also of his own feelings to-
wards Afijalt: as some friends have underlined she is a brahmin girl, as soon as she has to
take a decision she will abandon Rahul and choose a boyfriend from her own caste. De-
spite the adversities, their love game starts. They try to find any chance for touching each
other slightly without being noticed, they develop a new non-verbal language, made of
sensations and energy. One day they are alone in Rahul’s room and realize that someone
is looking at them from the ventilation space above the door. In a short time some people
enter the room, among them is Afjjali’s brother: the girl is taken away and Rahul is intim-
idated.

In narrator’s words “The story after this becomes very brief for the reason that it’s
not something that took place once upon a time, long, long ago. The story is, in fact, just a
fraction of a larger narrative that is still taking place, even today. It’s a work in progress, a
tale that’s under construction, a report of what just happened one second ago in a life very
much still being lived” (Prakash, 2013, p. 192). The short novel ends with the image of

Rahul and Afijalt on a night train, trying to escape from the restrictions of their system.
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CHAPTER

Postmodern traces within Hindi novels

4.1. Ontological plurality or instability: projected worlds
4.1.1. Otherworldliness

The first time I started thinking about the idea of “otherworldliness™ and contempo-
rary fiction, I was reading Murakami Haruki’s Hard-Boiled Wonderland and The End of
the World®" (2008). Here we have a small, ghostly city, enclosed by high walls, which
separate it from anything else. Its inhabitants have no shadows and no feelings. A new
arrival is charged with the task of reading people’s old dreams in unicorns’ skulls. In par-
allel, in a futuristic and inhuman Tokyo, a mad scientist involves a man in an inconsider-
ate experiment. The man has to climb down in the subsoil, facing monstrous creatures
which represent mental fears and distress. These two stories, initially apparently separate,
start to converge into a single line, revealing the connection between the two worlds. I
liked the novel and I was fascinated by the author’s style, so I moved to a more recent
work, /084 (2011). Here the young protagonists — Aomame, a fitness instructor and pro-
fessional killer, and Tengo, a math teacher and aspiring writer — unconsciously start a
journey to an alternate reality, “1Q84.” The new world appears identical to the one they
know except for the machinations of the Little People (sort of dwarves who speak

87 The novel was published in Japanese for the first time in 1985, with the title Sekai no Owari to Hado-
boirudo Wandarando.

90



through the leader of a religious cult) and the presence of a second, greenish moon. Sur-
prisingly this world mirrors exactly the one depicted in a novel, Air Chrysalis, written by
a teenage girl and “stylistically adjusted” by Tengo. The role of otherworldliness is evi-
dent and fundamental in both novels: I thought that it could be a peculiar feature of Mu-

rakami’s writing, but I did not investigate the issue too deeply.

Quite recently, I was working again on Manohar Syam Jo$1’s Hariya Harkyiiliz ki
hairani (see 1.1 and 2.2.4.) and I noticed something that I had been unable to see during
my MA thesis. Here too there is another world: Giimaling. It can be the mysterious Hima-
layan site, but also the Australian town which appears to the protagonist in his impaired
mental state. Towards the end of the novel, the reader only discovers that Hariya suppo-
sedly met the lama of Giimaling and — at least according to the only kumaimni witness
of his pilgrimage — disappeared in a mirror. But what does Giimaling/Goomalling repre-
sent within the story? What is the connection with Hariya’s real world? As underlined by
Pacauri, it is evident that Giimaling becomes Hariya’s other world (Pacauri, 2010, p.
145), a sort of alternate reality to Hariya’s everyday life. This aspect led me to think about
otherworldliness as a possible, more substantial ingredient of recent literary works.
McHale’s reflections (2004) on the ontological dominant of postmodernist fiction provi-
ded me with an extremely thought-provoking perspective. From his point of view, if mo-
dernist fiction was characterized by epistemological uncertainty, postmodernist fiction is

characterized by ontological plurality or instability:

...the dominant of postmodernist fiction is ontological. That is,
postmodernist fiction deploys strategies which engage and fore-
ground questions like the ones Dick Higgins calls post-cognitive:
“which world is this? What is to be done in it?” Other typical
postmodernist questions bear either on the ontology of the literary
text itself or on the ontology of the world which it projects, for
instance: What is a world?; What kinds of world are there, how
are they constituted, and how do they differ?; What happens
when different kinds of world are placed in confrontation, or
when boundaries between worlds are violated?; What is the mode
of existence of a text, and what is the mode of existence of the
world (or worlds) it projects? (McHale, 2004, p. 10)

These questions could refer perfectly to Hariya’s story. Here we are not wondering whe-
ther we are able to learn of the hero’s real vicissitudes (as there is no univocal and indi-
sputable truth to be discovered), but we focus on the ontological basis of the story.
According to McHale, ontological plurality or instability can be traced at various
textual levels, from the most evident content level (of reconstructed worlds) to the text’s
structure, from the lexical choices to the text’s layout. The basic element is that postmod-
ernist fiction brings to the foreground its ontological status and raises questions about the
world (or worlds) in which we live. But why do we assist to this kind of phenomenon? It

would be impossible to provide here anything like an exhaustive sociological explanation
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of the situation, but I would at least like to point out one macro-element. To do this —
and to follow McHale’s reflections — I need to go back to the well-known text The So-
cial Construction of Reality by Berger and Luckmann. The authors defined everyday life
as a sort of collective fiction, a shared, self-evident reality, temporally and spatially struc-

tured and with its own language. They argued:

The reality of everyday life further presents itself to me as an in-
tersubjective world, a world that I share with others. This inter-
subjectivity sharply differentiates everyday life from other reali-
ties of which I am conscious. I am alone in the world of my
dreams, but I know that the world of every day life is real to oth-
ers as it is to myself. (Berger and Luckmann, 1991, p. 37)

Hence, we are all mediating between our paramount reality and those other individual
realities, which we have always met in the world of dreams, of fiction or while playing.
However, in the consumer and globalized world the available stimuli and alternate reali-
ties have multiplied: television, video games, cinema, internet, vacations, all types of ad-
vertisements constantly evoke new, possible realties to escape from our daily routine. And
these are just the most innocuous ways. Much more dangerous and problematic are the
use of alcohol and drugs, conversions to religious sects, and mental diseases (Cohen and
Taylor, 1992). Within such a context, what does postmodernist fiction do? According to
McHale it imitates “the pluralistic and anarchist ontological landscape of advanced indus-
trial cultures”, it mirrors a reality, which is plural more than ever before (McHale, 2004,
p- 38).

Obviously, it would be impossible to argue that otherworldliness is something com-
pletely new, proper of the postmodern condition only. In fact, parallel worlds, dreamlike
realities, illusions are elements occurring throughout classical Indian texts, from the Ve-
das to Mahabharata, Ramayana, and medieval Puranas (see, for instance, Bautze-Picron,
2008 and O’Flaherty, 1986). Before proceeding with my analysis, I would like to quote
just a single, well-known example of otherworldliness in such texts, that is the Lilakhya-
na, a tale included in Yogavasistha (on this see, for instance, Hanneder, 2008 and Lo Tur-
co, 2015). Its protagonist, queen Lila, is shattered by the pain of having lost her husband,
Padma, and asks goddess Sarasvati to be led in his presence. Sarasvati grants her wish
and brings her to a parallel world, where Padma appears as a young sovereign, at the age
of sixteen. This new world exactly duplicates Lila’s world and even includes a copy of the
queen herself. When Lila returns to her ordinary “reality", she is taught that, in actual fac-
ts, both the worlds are fictitious and based on reminiscences. Moreover, the queen reali-
zes that her life is the dreamworld of Vasistha, a brahmin who has just died and desired to
be a king: the brahmin and his wife were Padma and Lila in their former lives. Therefore,
within the Lilakhyana, otherworldliness is a device that allows to unmask world expe-
rience as unreal. In Hariya Harkyiiliz ki hairani the situation is rather different: Manohar

Syam JosT resorts to otherworldliness, but without a similar philosophical purpose. As I
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demonstrate throughout my whole work, postmodernism does not invent anything com-
pletely new. It utilizes preexisting materials and literary techniques, giving them a new
life and meaning.

But let us go back to the Hindi novels that are the subject of analysis. In addition to
Hariya Harkyiliz ki hairani, another text employs otherworldliness to foreground the
idea of ontological plurality. This is Divar mem ek khirki rahtt thi by Vinod Kumar Sukla.
The main character, Raghuvar Prasad, leads a humble but happy life. After the arrival of
his young wife Sonsi, he discovers a new, magical world just beyond his window. Here,
he and his beloved can enjoy the beauty of an edenic garden, another world which tran-
scends material and social boundaries. Here nature is clement: even when a storm is com-
ing, the world beyond the window remains calm, with just a gentle breeze blowing (Suk-
la, 2014, p. 55). Nature is flourishing, with plenty of perfumed flowers and mango trees
which generously offer their fruits. The natural inhabitants of this world are children, al-
ways playing and laughing, and an old, caring lady, Biirhi Amma. The woman is always
attentive to the couple’s little needs (as they finish bathing in a pond, she always brings
them some cay), but also gives SonsT some precious gifts, such as two golden bracelets
(Sukla, 2014, p. 91). The window is a sort of breach through which to escape the restric-
tions of everyday life. As Raghuvar and SonsT explicitly argue “the window is in the
mind” (Sukla, 2014, p. 52), it is first of all a mental condition of openness and candor.

And once the world beyond the window seems to enter the couple’s home:

“The earth seemed like the sky,” Sonsi whispered in Raghuvar
Prasad’s ear in the darkness.

“Are we floating out through the window?”

“No, it is the outside coming in.”

“First the pond came, then the shore of the pond.”

“First the path came, then the earth.”

“First the stars came, then the sky.”

“First the rustling of the trees, then the trees.”

“Then the swift air came.”

“Fragrance came.”

“After fragrance, flowers bloomed.”

“The bicycle couldn’t get through the window. Then space out-
side the window came inside to where the bicycle was.” (Shukla,
2007, p. 133)88
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The world beyond the window can even reach Raghuvar and Sonsi in the intimacy of
their small dwelling. However, it is not so easy for everybody to enter this world: the
Head of the Math Department, for example, has a glimpse of it, but is not able to gain ac-
cess to it (Sukla, 2014, pp. 47-49). Hence, what is the key to benefit from this idyllic pla-
ce? The answer seems to be imagination. For those people who can experience their fee-
lings (especially love), who can let their imagination flow unconstrained, reality discloses
unexpected features. The excerpt below, for example, could depict an extremely ordinary
situation: a couple who have gone outside to wash their clothes. Raghuvar and SonsT are
standing near a pond and on the ground, there are some rangoli patterns drawn in clay
powder: there are a svastik, two cakra-s, diagrams of conch shells, a lotus and a sacred
fish. The bar of soap falls into the pond, but is soon found by the water’s edge. In the dia-
logue below husband and wife provide an almost magical explanation of the soap is re-

trieved:

“Here’s the soap”, his wife said. She looked into the still water.
She saw swastika, conch, energy wheel and fish painted in red
dye. A sacred fish drawn in white clay swam in the water. The
fish must have rescued the bar of soap. Raghuvar Prasad was as-
tonished to see it. “Perhaps a big fish mistook the bar of soap for
food and the left it on the shore.”

“It must be the fish in the sacred drawing that found the soap. I
glimpsed the red dye fish in the river.”

“Really?” Raghuvar Prasad was surprised. He focused his atten-
tion on the water. He could see a lotus flower made of red dye. “I
can see a lotus”, he said.

“I can see a lotus too”, she said looking at many lotuses.

“They aren’t real lotus,” Raghuvar Prasad said.

“Which ones do you mean?” the wife asked.

“This lotus was painted on the path paved with cow dung.”

“The fish too.” (Shukla, 2007, p. 61)89

A simple episode of everyday life is transformed through the power of imagination: draw-
ings seem to come to life, being mixed and confused with natural elements. In the world

beyond the window nature seems to play empathetically with the two lovers, to beautify
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their reality. Here, even the perception of life and death changes. In the lines below
Raghuvar’s parents have passed beyond the window and are experiencing in their own

personal way this new reality:

“Life seems so good, it appears we have lived a long time and
death is very near,” Father said.

“So good that there is much life left. It will take a long time to
cover the distance to death.”

“You’re right. We still have long to live. Do you think we can see
death from here?”

“If we have attention to spare from living, only then. A living eye
never sees death, only life.” (Shukla, 2007, p. 97)°°

As described in section 3.7., the plot of Divar is extremely simple, there are no
great events or conflicts, but imagines of pure life and of nature with all its sensuous ef-
fects (Sukla, 2014, p. 168).91 The metaphor of the window and the world beyond it plays
a fundamental role: it allows Raghuvar and SonsT’s reality — hence the reality of the lo-
wer-middle class — to be depicted with new and lighter nuances. Otherworldliness sug-
gests another possible way of recounting their lives, which considerably differs from the

harder tones of social realism.

Otherworldliness, obviously, is not the only literary device to render ontological
plurality at the content level of projected worlds. The authors may include in their texts
other realities, which are explicitly perceived as fictional: this is the case, for example, of

novels talking about novels, hence of metafiction.

4.1.2. Metafiction

Patricia Waugh defined metafiction as “fictional writing which self-consciously and
systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order to pose questions about
the relationship between fiction and reality” (Waugh, 1984, p. 2). Metafictional works,
she suggested, are those which “explore a theory of writing fiction through the practice of
writing fiction”. They are characterized by a tendency to self-reflexivity or, in other
words, by a tendency to call attention to the writing process itself. In actual fact, even in
dedicated critical works, it is not easy to find a clear and all-encompassing definition of

metafiction. Generally, various types of texts are mentioned under this term: texts re-

90 gt STrae AT ST=aT 7T Y&l & [ R1aT § agd St MU i g T2t & aga a=1q gl fUar 7 F=zn “za«r
=T [ agd ST = a1E W1 a=7 gl 2| G AT & T &l Teq qaf aF Tga § agd % aami”

“Eh Fgl 2 ¥ & S(ad o471 g1 FIT H TSI & G Hl <& TFd &~

“FH ST Il 3@ A % q18 FLAd et qa| i sita & gog 7gl strad fe@ar g1” (Sukla, 2014, p. 75)

91 See the novel’s afterword by Visnu Khare.
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counting their origin and birth, dealing with the history of narrative, recounting stories of
writers.

Metafiction is generally considered an important feature of postmodern literature.
In the postmodern era pure realistic writing is perceived as a limitation and an unsuitable
device to render the complexity of the contemporary world. As Baudrillard said, we no
longer live in a world made of unequivocal meanings, we live in a world of signs. In this
context the authors reflecting on the writing process foreground the fictional nature of
their narratives. As a consequence, the role of metafiction (which obviously cannot be
considered as an innovation introduced by postmodernism) has become predominant in
the postmodern era. Metafiction can follow different paths to reach its aims: its experi-
mental component can be evident and radical or can be limited to a few pages or lines,
without unduly affecting the perception of the story. In some cases, the reader will find no
reflections on the structure or on the textual functions of the novel, but on its artistic and
intellectual meaning.

Within the history of Hindi literature (referring here to Khart Bolt Hindi only), pro-
bably the most famous example of a metafictional novel is Siraj ka satvam ghora (The
Sun’s Seventh Horse, 1952) by Dharmavir Bharatt. The novel consists of three narratives
about three women recounted by Manik Mulla to his friends over seven afternoons, in the
style of Paricatantra or Hitopadesa. Later, in the Seventies, Krsna Baldev Vaid published
Vimal urph jayem to jayem kaham. From the first pages of the novel, the narrator addres-
ses his readers with provocative monologues.”? According to my findings, there are not
many other examples of self-reflexive novels until the 1990s: from this decade, in fact,
the metafictional component seems to gain new importance. In this section I will focus on
two novels, 7-ta profesar (by Manohar Syam Josi) and Kathgulab (by Mrdula Garg),
where the authors explicitly reflect on the meaning of writing, in a personal and intimate

dimension.

JosT’s protagonist and narrator, whose name is significantly the author’s own name,
is a storyteller suffering from writer's block, reflecting on the role of writing and of litera-
ture. Within a story made up of amusing episodes with plenty of sexual allusions, Mr Jo$1
introduces a much deeper and more complex reflection on writing potentials. From the
beginning of the novel we find noteworthy excerpts foregrounding a basic question: can

words still be immortal?

‘Poets must die when they’re young and novelists be born only
when they’re old.” Can’t recall where I read that line, or its au-
thor’s name. God knows who wrote it: a failed middle-aged poet
or a successful old novelist. Sounds more like the former, if you
ask me.

92 The novel is a harsh and ironic picture of the hypocrisies of the Indian middle class. It was transcreated

(I am quoting the text’s frontispiece) into English by the same author, with the title Bimal in Bog (Vaid,
2002).
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[...] Look, successful or not, I am a middle-aged novelist too,
and although I may now write to live, I no longer live to write.
All the stories I put off writing, because I waited for them to ma-
ture, have grown old along with me. In fact, they are as close to
death as I am now. So what immortality can this dying baggage
have? (Joshi, 2008, p. 1)»3

The narrator talks to his readers, expressing a painful and disenchanted point of
view on life and on the role of writing. We can find some interesting similarities with Ita-
lo Calvino's novel If on a Winter's Night a Traveler. On one hand both novels are, at one
and the same time, a comedy and a tragedy. In Calvino’s text we have a “light plot” with
two protagonists, the Reader and Ludmilla, the Other Reader, who ultimately end up mar-
rying each other; but the tragedy emerges through a reflection on the difficulties of writ-
ing and the solitary nature of reading. On the other hand, Calvino, like Jos1, introduces his
own double, an old writer named Silas Flannery, who reveals his intellectual crisis in a
diary.

Returning to Mr Jos1’s story, he recounts the sensations he used to experience
through reading: he could burst out laughing or explode into tears and dreamt of recreat-
ing these same sensations in his future readers. In adulthood, however, the magic of
words seems to have disappeared. Those unfinished stories of youth are growing old and

slowly dying.

All those stories that I did not write in my youth have aged and
died a little — like me — some outside me, and some within.

However, there were some promising stories that I looked at from
time to time, to test their health, as it were. I raged against their
ageing as I raged against mine. I have piles of dusty files with
several opening chapters written between long gaps. All they
seem to me now are mute reminders that both my imagination
and handwriting have deteriorated over years. Among that collec-
tion of trash are also some luckless plots that took birth, devel-
oped, and died of suffocation in my mind even before they saw

93 “HfAAT T TATHT H FT AL ST AU 3T FATHI &I FETT § g1 T3T AT ATRUI” — T If<h TaT 781
A =T ST+t § e frama & ot o2 oraes &1 A off ot 1w A8T W@ S a8 i q12 e e a9
TS 9T AT THA FF FATHTL? SHF AU HTA g1 I TAEATAAT 51 ATH AL AT & T AT

[...] 3T, a6 T TR, TG FATHRT AT § A7 g 37 T2 aqea 7g 8 0 she % forw forg o €1 f, o= &
T g o7 ST A51 STTaT| 79" FATHT F T H G278 6 eaoiT § 89 ST @7 A1 Fgl=at At &
Tl Tord, o #Y qTT-AT gE1 gial 9 T & oY 59 g8 T § o & Hahe 959 97 ¢, ST 2& a% o A
Ted A0l gl LA g2 FR Al (oTaah AT gl ST qha[1 § 9AT? (7-7a profesar in Josi, 2008, p. 5)
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ink and paper. What I am about to write is a requiem for just such
a tale. (Joshi, 2008, pp. 3-4)%*

This last line may be seen as an anticipation of one of the last images of the novel, which
will be mentioned below. In the narration flow I traced several references to the impossi-
bility of expressing properly in words the complexity of human nature and life. When Mr
Jost finds out about T-ta’s painful past in the widows’ house, he feels paralyzed. He con-
tinues to think about the three widows waiting for their bhaii%5 Sastiballabh to come back
from school: he would like to depict their sorrow and the innocence of that small boy. But
this task appears impossible: every time the image of the old lustful man that Sastiballabh
had become insinuates itself into Mr Jos1’s mind. Nothing can be interpreted in a simpli-
stic way: for any fact, for any behavior there could be multiple reasons. Every person is a
multifaceted entity, which must be considered from several points of view. Moreover,
every story is filtered through the lenses of the narrator and of the listener (or reader) and
this awareness makes any univocal meaning impossible.

In the last page of the novel there is a decisive metaphorical reference to a tale,
prematurely dead, to which the narrator is dedicating his requiem. During the funeral cer-
emony of a relative, Mr Jo$1 is chatting with a young poet on the bank of a river. A crow

is pecking at “something” on the surface of the water.

‘What are you watching there, sir?” he asked. ‘It looks like some
dead child’s body. I’'m sure it is someone’s illegitimate child,” he
added in a disgusted tone.

I looked carefully then, and he was right. The crow was feasting
on a dead foetus. Things blurred before me and the cawing of the
crow sounded, to me, like someone calling: ‘T’ta.’

I couldn’t tear my gaze away: the dead child’s bloated body bob-
bing on the waves appeared to be asleep. A crow was singing it a
lullaby and the lullaby had just two syllables: Kay-ne. Kay-ne.
No-thing. No-thing. (Joshi, 2008, p. 138)%

94 T ST gTi=at Star<t # foret agt WY, HY qTI-8T FETAT =t T4, AL =t T — AL Frge off, 7%
ftae off1 == werfaat & & oft g v & o= 7 39 & g a7 ey 59 O = o oo gEm & A=
AT FHITAT FTA U 3% &0 F o FT| F&T FH107 g T A7 w2t | IT w11 6 TTF T o, T8
SeaTet ¥ o T, FE-HT HER HISE 8, ST 5 ATeT g 5 FeudT o7 5 foraTae # e 99 S
| AR Fg SAATIT wgragt Vet o 8, S 77 § &7 fora-fergse 77 § €1 frer & woff| &sft sardy 71 ot
FITST G| ST HaT gt ST, TAl-ae] oY HIae gf Jehy 9% | UHT g7 UF Fgret &1 qiaar fora 921 §
#| (7-Ta profesar in Josi, 2008, pp. 6-7)

95 Kumatrhni word that means “child”, “little boy”. Manohar Syam JosT uses this term adding, for the first
occurrence, its Modern Standard Hindi equivalent (7-7a profesar in Josi, 2008, p 60).

96 AT, “FIT I ¥g & L2 HIS AT g3 agT 8| TAT Al (eheehl ATSITIST ATATE 51”7

T § M & T@T| DI T TH T T AT T &7 9257 I 7| & @7 37 42 39 97¢ 397 § 99 g
T[T T M| o it Fwi-Fl S {7 3T FAgEd Fars & gare a7 T — 22|

H AT YET — Tl § FAdT TU8] AT AT ATIITT g T Hid Hl| AT AT g1 T ART Al (oTH 2T &
T T — FA, FA, @H"@‘, ﬁﬂ"ﬁl (T-Ta profesar in Josi, 2008, p. 92)

98



Mr Jo$1 cannot explain to the poet that he is staring at the substance of T-ta’s life, whose
story could not be told. He is staring at it “as a child looks at his hand — without disgust
or understanding — when he has smeared it with his own shit” (Joshi, 2008, p. 139).

The perspective on the power of writing is completely different in Mrdula Garg’s
Kathgulab. Especially through Marianne, the second character introduced, writing beco-
mes a fundamental device to express female creative power. To explain this assertion, I
need to recall two fundamental ingredients of the novel: the unresolved ideal of paren-
thood and the deconstruction of conventional female and male roles (see Castaing, 2013,
pp. 78-84). Even though the feminine identity is usually associated with motherhood,
none of the main characters manages to conceive a child: Smita and Marianne experience
the pain of abortion, Narmada dedicates her whole life to raising someone else’s children
and Astma does not feel any desire for pregnancy until her menopause. Almost all the
mothers that we encounter in the text are far from being positive figures devoted to their
children: there is Namita, Smita’s sister, who spends very little time with her children and
has a harsh attitude towards everybody; and Marianne’s mother, who does not care about
human relations, but only about appearance and money. While Smita and Astma try to
obviate their suffering through a life in close contact with nature and of social commit-
ment, Marianne presents a different way to express female creative power: this is writing.
Since her first marriage, while writing the journals about emigrant women, she has had a

special experience, presented below in the dialogue with her husband:

“This, my dear Marianne, is the difference between academic and
creative writing,” said he. “We writers erect a big, perfect struc-
ture with our imagination but the slightest puff of ill wind can
raze it to the ground. Isn’t it a wondrous thing, this imaginary
structure? We lay brick upon brick when there is not a brick in
sight. The plan, the design, the materials... all imaginary. Incred-
ibly light and evanescent, but once the bricks have been cemented
and the structure stands, nothing can bring it down until the Day
of Judgement. The truth is revealed to you in an instant of blind-
ing insight. If you lose your concentration and the wrong door
swings open, the flame is extinguished leaving only the inky
darkness of soot behind.” For a split-second Marianne thought
that Irving was talking about her. He had homed right in. This is
exactly what had happened when she wrote the diaries of Ruth,
Roxanne, Elena and Susan. The door of the cage had opened on
its own. Freed from the constraints of facts, she soared lightly
with the wind. With a snap of her fingers, she had fashioned
bricks out of nothing and created a castle which was whole. This
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was her home, personal and intimate, which she owned in entire-
ty. (Garg, 2003, p. 70)°7

The fictional nature of literature is here wonderfully explained: a writer does not
deal with pragmatic reality, he/she creates his/her own imaginary castle. Ontological plu-
rality is evident. There is no objective truth, but imagination and personal interpretations
of experiences and feelings. Literature is a projection of the author’s inner world. This
idea is strengthened by the very structure of the novel. In fact, the five life stories are not
simply juxtaposed, but intertwined and they propose alternative points of view on other
characters’ stories. Furthermore, in each chapter a first person and third person narrator
alternates creating a fascinating game of perspectives (see 4.2.2). This complex structure
highlights the importance of looking at any episode from several points of view, as there
are no plain facts, but partial and subjective versions of the story.

When Marianne’s husband, Irving, uses her journals about women emigrants in the
USA in order to build and publish his novel, Women of the Earth, he does not recognize
her contribution. The novel is defined as Marianne’s stolen spiritual child: through this
first image the writing process is associated with pregnancy, with the act of giving birth.
Actually, Marianne will not try to write again until the end of her second marriage. In
fact, after several miscarriages and an unsuccessful attempt to adopt, she decides to seek
personal realization in writing her new, recognized novels. Through writing she can there-
fore free her female creative power. As Mrdula Garg stated in an interview with Ambika
Ananth (2007), “There is no such thing as barren women. Any woman willing to nurture
anyone is a mother”. In this case it seems that Marianne has gone beyond nurturing hu-
man beings; she can experience an alternative motherhood through her art. This chapter is
not only a celebration of the creative power of writing, but also an indictment of the male
literary establishment. Marianne’s husband is not the only writer to steal a woman’s crea-
tive work; great names in the history of literature did the same to their wives (D.H. Law-
rence and Scott Fitzgerald are mentioned in the novel as examples of this practice). Mo-
reover, the majority of critics consider women to be essentially pragmatic, incapable of

“abstract thought and historical sense”, as if there was not too much to expect from them

97 «argl AT e @, WAL AIATH, THSTHE 3T FoATHE @ H,” IO gl AT, “gH A@F AN FHoddT HT
TERT AHL , ST AGIH-MH ATSTATT HEA AT 8, SH TGTHT ZaAT FT ZhT-AT HiwT Ta9L § gl F:7
qFHaT g| TraeT FAT 6T AT &, Tal, Tal AT FeaHE SHRA? Te-97-2¢ f=ad 9 I1d § g4, &1t
2T | TFT Freufah, HHe Froufaes, T Fmreafas| TaT godt e ara=g o gar 1 v oudia =i 3+
IST A ST THaT g1 T T d1< 3¢ (o &I JAT0, THIET @1 g1 S0 T FITHT dF 9 Hls (T gl gohdTl TH
0T § T T ATH il SITAT 21 I¥ T8 &7 & S0, &A1 9 FTT, Tk ST G JTT q7 UF Gk |, AT
T Ok STEt e S 817

T &7 % o7 ATRATT &1 &9 9T, SFERT =T 921, SHht a1 g T@T 97|’ i g9:f2fa 1 #=7 5=
TEHET AT IAA| S UHT EF a7 gl AT IHh AT, T IA 7, WFAT, I AT TeAAT i ST fordt off)
F=AT T TS G2-T-G8 G TAT AT| I99 G2 Tl A dgdl gaT & AT FAd ITAT AT| Feah! T 3a
T H F AT £2 SSTa 7 AT o 377 U AXT-92T Aol AT T forAT AT| 9 ST UHaH (it ofi¥ steqaar
T AT; ITNT AT ag e oY, Fae a8, I (9T 3T Fls A5l (Garg, 2013, pp. 86-87)
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(Garg, 2003, p. 84). Particularly within the Hindi literary field, female voices are still sub-
jugated by men and it is difficult to find space for women in a literary tradition dominated
by patriarchy. Women writers, in fact, have been broadly marginalized and even when
their works have been taken into account, it was done through careless and hurried refe-

rences (on this issue see Consolaro, 2011a, pp. 268-272).

In addition to these two novels, I would briefly mention another text, Ek naukrant ki
dayri by Krsna Baldev Vaid (The diary of a Maidservant). This is a fictional diary, written
by a young maidservant named Santi. The reader does not only find out about her daily
routine, but he/she sets out on a kind of journey through her inner world. Sant relates her
dreams and aspirations, her fears and her doubts. Moreover, a fundamental element of the
novel is the reflection on the meaning and the effects of writing. As the text proceeds,
Sant develops an increasing awareness of her ambivalent relationship with the diary.
Sometimes she feels that she is just wasting her time, that nothing good will come from
filling so many notebooks, but she cannot stop writing. The diary allows her to reflect on
a number of subjects, to find relief from troubles and also to concentrate on her own body
and on its sensations. Writing is like “taking all your clothes off. Not just your clothes,
but your skin. Not just your skin, but the skin off your thoughts too” (Vaid, 2007, p. 154).
The girl knows that writing is a unique instrument enabling her to have a better under-
standing of her experiences and deepest feelings, a way to communicate with her own
heart. And sometimes there is a sense of urgency related to writing which can be compa-
red to a kind of possession: “Sometimes I feel I’'m not the one who writes, that the writing
gets done by itself. Just like certain words escape your lips on their own. Just like a god-
dess or a ghost suddenly possesses some people. Just like some women fall into trance.

Just like some crazy people go on talking to themselves for no reason” (Vaid, 2007, p.
69).

The perspectives on the writing process which emerge from the above novels are
heterogeneous and may even appear contradictory. If JosT’s text vehicles a sense of disil-
lusion and skepticism on writing potentials, both Garg and Vaid propose a more opti-
mistic perspective. In Garg’s Kathgulab writing is a powerful instrument for self realiza-
tion, while in Vaid’s novel it becomes an essential device to better understand one’s own
inner and external world. Despite these differences, the key point is the central role as-
signed by the authors to metafiction. Paying explicit attention to the writing process fore-
grounds the fictional nature of literature and of its projected worlds. These authors cannot
present any monolithic reality or indisputable truth; they can only offer their personal
view of life and of literature, hence their own imaginative world. If we compare the above
texts to famous postmodern novels — such as those of Borges, Calvino or Nabokov —
their metafictional experimentation is less radical and does not affect the perception of the
story. Nevertheless, as Wladimir Krysinski states, metafiction should not be considered as
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“a homogeneous mono referential discourse arising out of a limited series of problems
linked to the narrative or novelistic process. Metafiction is rather a polyvalent problemati-
sation of the critical, reflexive, analytical, or playful perspective of that which is narrated
reflected upon itself” (Krysinski 2002, p. 186).

But what happens — and it happens quite frequently — when the novel not only
talks about novels, but about history as well? To answer this question, in the next section,
I will recall the well-known concept of historiographic metafiction, as defined by Linda

Hutcheon.

4.1.3. Historiographic metafiction

Linda Hutcheon attempted to define the main characteristics of postmodern litera-
ture and highlighted its “intense self-reflexivity and overtly parodic
intertextuality” (Hutcheon, 1989, p. 3). However, in her opinion, metafiction is just one of
the basic components of a postmodern text. If we think about novels such as Marquez’s
One Hundred Years of Solitude, Doctorow’s Ragtime, Fowles’ The French Lieutenants
Woman and Eco’s The Name of the Rose, the self-conscious dimension of history cannot
be neglected. There is a need to go back to history, but in a new, desecrating manner. The
authors know that the past cannot be destroyed or disregarded, otherwise they would sim-
ply remain silent, having exhausted all expressive chances. The gap with traditional his-
torical fiction is substantial, and because of this Hutcheon labelled this new literary di-

mension “historiographic metafiction”. She argued:

Today, there is a return to the idea of a common discursive “prop-
erty” in the embedding of both literary and historical texts in fic-
tion, but it is a return made problematic by overtly metafictional
assertions of both history and literature as human constructs, in-
deed, as human illusions-necessary, but none the less illusory for
all that. (Hutcheon, 1989, p. 4)

When I endeavored to transpose this reflection to the Hindi literary field, I immedi-
ately linked it to a short story by Uday Prakas, Varen Hestings ka samd’®. In an interest-
ing preamble the author says:

In this story there is as much history as salt in dal. If you try to
search for history, you will be left with a heap of sand or a small
branch of oleander in your hand. In fact, when dream is mixed
with history, imagination with reality, fantasy with facts and fu-
ture with past, the divine /i/a starts, the illusion of maya is born
and the encounter with them is the real journey towards the truth.

98 See section 2.2.2., note 33.
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For this reason, every divine game and every illusion are as true
as history.”

With these words Prakas introduces his short story, based on the historical figure of
Warren Hastings and at the same time warns his readers: they will not find the official,
common version of the Governor’s life and it will be impossible to establish what is true
and what imaginary. Reflections of this type can be found, more or less explicitly, in sev-
eral novels of the Nineties and, to me, can be read as a possible clue of postmodernism.
Obviously, I am not arguing that the presence of history or its mingling with fantasy has
to be considered as something new for the Indian context. On the contrary, starting with
the Sanskrit Itihasa, the description of facts has implied a mixture of real episodes and
fiction. Rethinking the past has always meant a rediscovery of history and, at the same
time, popular narratives where fantastic and amazing ingredients are essential (Consolaro,
2011a, p. 111). However, in recent Hindi literature the presence of history takes new
shapes and the authors explicitly play with the artificial nature of the historiographical
accounts. I will explain this assumption, providing examples from Kali-kathd: vaya

baipas by Alka Saravgi, Diib by Virendra Jain and Pili chatrivali larki by Uday Prakas.

My starting point is Alka Saravgi’s novel. It is evident that history plays a funda-
mental role in Kali-katha: the story, in fact, moves constantly between the 1940s and the

1990s suggesting a parallel between the recent history of India and the protagonist’s life:

In one life Ki$or Babi lived three lives. One of his lives was until
Independence, hence until he was twenty-two. After that his sec-
ond life started, a fifty-year-long life. In this second life there was
not even a shadow of the first one. Because of this Kisor Babi
looks upon it as a new birth. Who can say that these fifty years of
Kisor Babii’s life were like the fifty years of Indian democracy,
where not even the scrapings of the ideals of the struggle for in-
dependence have remained?100

The starting point of the novel is 1997, significantly fifty years after the Indepen-
dence of India, but the narrative repetitively goes back to the final years of the British rdj.

Analepsis is used in five out of seven examples to shift the narrative to the 1940s, during

99 This translation from the original Hindi text is mine.

= FgT H g SaeT & 8 e arer § 99 grar 8. 99 AT 39 2fAgr gior i wrfever w4 ar
AT BT | ¥ ol g8 AT FAL ol 2gAl AL UL, S H S fdard § T, AT § Foqar, ToF § Heeft
S ot ® i &1 =TT STa7 € 7 e |/ e % gt § 3T UF UET {797 F7 S+ grav g et
HTATSHTL A =60 GIST 1 AT 61 T ATAT 2 8. FHITT gL ATAT AL TedF: AT IqAT 51 T4 2rdt &, Foraar
T fagT| (Prakas, 2004, p. 103)

100 Foremre aTe T e it & i e St 7 81 391 ¥ SSTay aF AT a9 91 61 39 dF STl TH
Sreft ot 5aer are 3ehy g it o= 21t 2 - O v | i Rieeth za @ Sft § ggeft et
FT FIE ST TF Aol AT AT Ren™ a7 SH UF 90 571 il g ol A9 3@ ITd gl Tg TAT I Fg qohal
g T forenre arg 7 Siaft % T 9=19 A7 Aaay & ARG % TATE Gl ol avg 1@ 8, OH reiray i
TETS & SATRLAT 1 GIAT qF qal Tall (Saravel, 2003, p. 109)
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the struggle for Independence (see also Parson 2012, pp. 116-139). In the first example of
analepsis we find the memories of Kisor’s sad childhood, marked by the premature deaths
of his father and elder brother. Moreover, there is a first reference to the ideological plu-
rality of the 1940s, which is symbolized by Kisor’s schoolmates Santnu and Amolak. The
first is a passionate follower of Subhas Candra Bos; he would like to become a revolu-
tionary and to reject the ancient wealth of his family, as it was achieved through con-
nivence with the British. Amolak, on the other hand, is a Gandhian and spends all his en-
ergies fighting peacefully against oppression and inequalities. KiSor, in his personal
struggle for everyday life, cannot find his own place in this context. When Santnu accuses
the marvari community (to which Kisor Babi belongs) of having helped the British to
settle in the area of Calcutta during the Eighteenth century, KiSor Babii feels embarrassed
and disconcerted. This episode offers the narrator a chance to step back to 1756-1757,
with a short historical digression about the fall of the navab Sirajuddaula. During the oth-
er cases of analepsis relating to the 1940s, the narrator recalls several aspects of Kisor’s
youth and, at the same time, underlines the sense of ethical depletion of the present. One
of the two remaining parts of analepsis recalls the story of Kisor’s ancestors since his
great-grandfather Ramvilas (1860-1926). It is a story of alternating successes and failures,
of troubled feelings towards the British r@j, which strengthen the connection of Kisor’s
family with the city of Calcutta. The last example of analepsis refers to the second phase
of Kisor’s life. Significantly only a few pages are dedicated to this period. We only know
that after moving to the Southern part of Calcutta (the former British part of the city),
Kisor was a strict father and husband, who devoted all his energy in order to give his
house a modern look, and to sever any links with his past (Saravgi, 2003, pp. 56-63).
Kisor Babiu’s story may seem quite conventional, the story of an ordinary man who
becomes representative of the state of the nation, hence a national allegory. Nonetheless,
there are some other elements which render the novel more intriguing. First of all, the
narrator clarifies that “history does not tell about common men, but every history is full
of common men who spend their lives struggling with this history. Because of this Kisor
Babii, by recounting what history left unsaid, nurtures the aspiration of raising his story to
the level of history”19l. Hence individual stories may bring light to some “dark areas” of
official history and propose an alternate version, or at least interpretation, of facts. More-
over, if the majority of the story is related by an external voice, in charge of reporting
Kisor Babi’s life and memories, in some occasions the narrator interrupts the flow of the

narration to justify his/her choices.

This is the story of Ki$or Babu and the presence of the writer will
be exactly as requested by the narration. Actually, after reading

101 o wTgelt it 1 Far TE Fgar, 9% 27 e ATgEt ArEtiEt & 92T 927 grar ¢ S 3,
TfIeT™ & S U sftaw #ed &) Tatay el a1 sfaem™ % s\ae & Fgae a1 27 % for sfage &

AT qF IS S il ATHIEAT 9Tl U 21 (Saravgd, 2003, p. 27-28)
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some new modern works and before having this story written,
Kisor Babtu made the author promise to write a twenty-two-carat
story, like the jewels of the most notable Bengalin goldsmith. The
writer got the concession of mixing two carats to twenty-four
carats of pure gold: this, because Kisor Babii knows that without
them gold jewelry cannot be forged.!02

These types of intervention remind the reader of the fictional nature of the text: the story
is not made of pure gold, some extra-elements are added. But what does it mean exactly?
The metaphor is later recalled on some other occasions, with additional explanations for
the reader. The narrator initially states that “the story is KiSor Babu’s story and over twen-
ty-four carats twenty-two are his own will”103, The reader is therefore informed that the
whole story is the result of a subjective perception of reality and besides, it is filtered

through the narrator’s words. Later the narrative voice points out that:

This is Kisor Babii’s story, but it seems to the narrator that with-
out knowing the background of some events, the story would not
completely manifest itself. He/she has the freedom of adding only
two carats to the twenty-two, but this is probably enough. He/she
is one of those narrators who believe in preserving story-telling
and who suspect that, otherwise, they will only be read by people
similar to themselves.!%4

This short digression is used by the narrator to introduce some historical facts related to
Great History, particularly to the tensions between the Congress Party and the Muslim
League during the 1940s. The narrator, therefore, feels free to add, within these two
carats, all those elements (fictional or based on historical events) that may be useful to
build his/her story. As in Uday Prakas’s Varen Hestings ka samd dream and history, imag-
ination and reality, fantasy and facts are indissolubly intertwined and it would be impos-
sible to separate one from the other.

The discourse on historiographic metafiction inevitably leads to the liminal area
between postmodernism and post-colonialism. I do not intend to recall here the whole
debate surrounding the possible relations between the two posts (on this see lan and Tiftin
1990; Albertazzi 1999; Appiah 1991; Ashcroft, Gareth and Tiffin 1995, pp. 117-147;

102 71 AT FoheMTT T T FAT & 3T FAT-AGSH ol ITTRATT THH AT @l T o1t (o @iel & Heans
H EHET AMEUN TTATT T UHaH AAT e AHAT TAATH Fl T& & q1E TH FHAT HI [r@ar & Tgol (T
TG T FAT-@F & UHT HIe HLATAT [o ag a3 & SATIAITH AT T q4g dTeH aTs ared (22 x 22) Fe
o1t 3 AT STET AT ford - AT+ farsrg | o e e § a7 e d ferae e oAt g war-orad i
e B A Ty {3 FRelTT a1g S & T3 oo T3 |1 3 w12 a1 &1 71 ST @ | (Saravgi, 2003, p. 10)

103 T FoheTTY AT T § 3T AT hi | qTSH He Wofl IAhT oI 9T g1~ (Saravgi, 2003, p. 28)

104 o1z g7 foRem aTe T €, T FATeRTe it @7 2 o6 g wrearstt Y gyt S fomT o avg et gedt
TET| TAF I G2 g AT e | O T Fe WA F7 i a1 Ta471 g FT6! g1 T FATHRE 398 9 gt Th
2, S o7 off RIS T 9910 Tae § T g @ o g dag 8 6 srerat 38 ueaarer A 39t & S
T AT 211 (Saravgd, 2003, p. 164)
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Bhabha 1994; Dirlik 1994, pp. 328-356; Friedman Stanford 2006, pp. 425-443), but |
would briefly like to mention some reflections on the role of history in both literary phe-
nomena. If critics generally acknowledge the need to rethink history as a common feature,
some of them argue that some discriminations have to be made. Silvia Albertazzi, for ex-
ample, points out that Postcolonial authors, while re-writing history, are looking for a
sense of belonging, for a way to exist. History necessarily has a choral, collective conno-
tation. On the contrary, the Postmodernists, by establishing relations between individual
stories and public history, reflect on the crisis of historicity, on the impossibility of know-
ing and interpreting history (Albertazzi, 1999, pp. 7-8). What is certain is that, in both
postmodern and postcolonial texts, history is perceived as a partial and non-objective pic-
ture of the past: traditional historical accounts are seen as ideological representations
made by dominant groups, where humanity seems to walk, in a teleological process, to-
wards increasing liberty and democracy. But let us return to the Hindi novels. This very
topic — hence the need for an alternative history, which resembles the perspective of the
common men, of those people who were traditionally excluded from historical accounts
— is explicitly introduced in another novel, Dizb by Virendra Jain. History is directly in-
troduced in a “bottom-up” perspective: in the foreground, we have common people’s
lives, in a rural, marginalized area, and in the background, official history. The perception
and comprehension of events by the villagers do not always mirror the official accounts.
A first example can be found at the beginning of novel, introducing the origins of Larait

village and talking about the attainment of independence:

Even now very few people from the village of Larail — on three
sides surrounded by the mountains and on one enclosed by a river
— know that they became independent not from the king’s moth-
er, but from the British.

Many people only know that their ancestors, in 1857, gave com-
plete support to the queen of Jharhsi. When the queen died in bat-
tle, the whole princely state was plundered and pillaged, to teach
her supporters a lesson in audacity. Therefore, their ancestors left
the princely state and, wandering in the forests, they arrived at
the borders of the realm of Candail.

After some time, the rule of the king of Laskar reached Candait as
well. From that time, they became subject to the king. And now
they gained independence.

Everybody is happy about independence.
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Why? — Nobody can tell.10

The origins of the village are traced back to the Mutiny of 1857 and to the well known
Rant of Jhamst: in fact, many of the inhabitants’ ancestors helped the Queen in her resis-
tance to the British raj, but after her death they had to escape and start a nomadic life. Fi-
nally, they arrived in the area where the village now stands, and settled there, naming it
Laraii, the “warriors’ fort” (Jain, 2014, p. 17). All the villagers knew that part of their his-
tory very well, but, quite surprisingly, they came to know late, and almost by chance, that
they were finally successful and that they had gained independence from the British. The
first person who brings this piece of news to Laraii is Mate, after a trip to a nearby city.
There he has heard “that a great Mahatma named Gandhi had died after leading the coun-
try to Independence” and that “now Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru is the Prime Minister of our
king-less Country”.1% The villagers do not understand the meanings and implications of
Independence. The main evident effect for them are the elections for Larait’s paricayat
and the creation of two fronts: the first one led by Moti Sav, a baniya supporter of the
Rajmata party, and the second led by thakur Devisimh, the local spokesman of the Con-
gress. Common people of that remote area do not know anything about Partition either,
about what really happened between Hindus and Muslims. They only know that, during
the struggle for Independence, the two or three Muslims of the village were killed and
buried in the forest (Jain, 2014, p. 11).

National history hits the village again some years later. Massav, the teacher of
Larait’s madrasa, comes back from the city with some terrible news: the government has
decided to close the school, despite its good results and high number of pupils. The
school will be relocated as the entire area will be submerged due to the Rajghat dam
project (Jain, 2014, pp. 105-107). From that moment on villagers’ lives seem to be sus-
pended, waiting for a forthcoming calamity. The seed of distrust towards the authorities
starts to germinate: how is it possible that the government took similar decisions without

involving them? The government is defined as being worse than thieves: at least thieves

105 A1l English translations from this text are mine.
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harm people with property, while the government is affecting the poor (Jain, 2014, p.
108). In the name of progress, the authorities do not even stop to think about the side ef-
fects. As underlined by Sudhi$ Pacauri, the novel deeply questions a modernist idea of
progress: the basic idea should be a material improvement of human conditions, but often
the results turn against people (Pacauri, 2010, p. 155).

There is a jarring discordance between public debates on the project and the real
situation of these areas. The government is dumb and blind in front of villagers’ condi-
tions and completely ignores their real needs. Very often, Mate is completely absorbed in
these reflections: the rulers are supposed to be well-educated people, how is it possible
that they do not consider the importance of knowing citizens’ thoughts and needs? (Jain,
2014, p. 207)

The government would like to silence the villagers by offering them compensation,
but here again, there are multiple issues. Nobody knows when and how much money
would be given and, more importantly, nobody knows if the government has a real plan
for re-settlement. It is worth emphasizing here that Jain’s story depicts the situation of

millions of rural Indians affected by alleged development projects:

since Independence about 30 to 50 million Indians—mainly from
adivasi (tribal) and low caste communities—have lost their lands
and livelihoods due to the forced displacement caused by the
reservoir flooding of large dams. [...] Out of the millions dis-
placed only 25 per cent have been rehabilitated (Parasuraman,
1997). The rest have undergone drastic changes in their econom-
ic, socio-cultural, and nutritional contexts. (Mehta, 2000, p. 268)

And the situation of the villagers worsens during the years of the Emergency, espe-
cially due to the plan of forced sterilization to limit population growth. Again, with the
exception of a couple of baniya and the local fahsildar, nobody is aware of the govern-
ment plans. One day, hundreds of men follow Hira Sav to Candaii, in the hope of obtain-
ing compensation for their lands. They return three days later, unable to talk about what
happened. They had to undergo vasectomy and some of them died as a result of the oper-
ation.

Time passes and one day, Mate, while listening to the radio in a nearby village,
hears that Indira Gandhi has been killed and that her son Rajeev has taken her place as
Prime Minister. Mate, in a long mental monologue, hopes that Rajeev will not follow his
mother’s path. Indira Gandhi is considered responsible for having caused generalized dis-
trust: after all her empty pledges and after forced sterilizations, how could people still be-
lieve the authorities? Mate prays for a new course, which may resume Nehru’s plans
(Jain, 2014, pp. 246-248).

Soon, two other tragedies reach Larait: the gas leak in Bhopal and the submergence
of the nearby village of Paficamnagar. Among the victims of Bhopal there is Massav: he

is hospitalized and his conditions are serious (Jain, 2014, pp. 281-82). The second inci-
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dent, due to the dam project, shocks the entire area, but the authorities distort it by deny-
ing the existence of victims. The morning after the flood Mate is eager to know how the
authorities will talk about the incident. It is 15th August and the radio talks about the Pri-
me Minister’s speech at the Red Fort in Delhi. He has greeted the nation on Independence
Day and remembered the men and women who sacrificed their lives for India's freedom.
The incident at the Rajghat dam is mentioned, but without acknowledging its consequen-
ces. According to the official report, in fact, the water submerged an uninhabited land.
Supposedly the government had evacuated the areas years before, distributing compensa-
tion to the inhabitants for their loss. Without the government foresight, who knows how
many people would have died! Mate is overpowered by anger and throws the radio again-
st a tree. Its components fall to the ground, being submerged by water. Mate slowly goes
back to Laraii, cursing the deceitful government: he wants everything and everybody to
finally know its true nature (Jain, 2014, pp. 286-288).

The entire novel, and more explicitly the latter episode, highlights the partiality and
often falsehood of official accounts. Far from being objective representations of facts,
they emanate from the powerful and mirror a specific point of view. Jain, moving from
the “dark areas” of the historical reports, deeply questions their reliability. Concerning
this aspect, [ would like to quote some lines by McHale, describing the postmodernist his-

torical novel. He points out that it is revisionist in two senses:

First, it revises the content of the historical record, reinterpreting
the historical record, often demystifying or debunking the ortho-
dox version of the past. Secondly, it revises, indeed transforms,
the conventions and norms of historical fiction itself.

The two meaning of revisionism converge especially in the post-
modernist strategy of apocryphal or alternative history. Apoc-
ryphal history contradicts the official version in one of the two
ways: either it supplements the historical record, claiming to
restore what has been lost or suppressed; or it displaces official
history altogether. (McHale, 2004, p. 90)

The third novel that I wish to discuss, Pili chatrivali larki, is not actually a histori-
cal novel, but it contains some noteworthy reflections. The character who is charged with
questioning official history is Kinnu Da, the protagonist’s cousin. He is an anthropologist
and he has published a book on adivasi people and their role in India independence. It
seems that before his essay, people assumed that only brahmins, feudal landlords and
traders had participated in the fight against the British. Historians’ accounts have never
given space to the adivasi and dalit communities (Prakas, 2011, p. 10). Kinnu Da wanted
to re-assess the role of adivasi people, who are able to live in accordance with nature and,
at the same time, to be involved in the country’s vicissitudes. They fought for the inde-
pendence of India but historians did not recognize their participation. Talking to Rahul he

says:
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The most significant thing about the adivasis is that they have so
few needs. They leave a minimal mark on the environment. [...]
But keep in mind, they fought like hell against the British for
their autonomy, their right to self-rule. But historians never in-
cluded that chapter in their version of history. The truth is that
history is a highly political record of power. The class, caste, or
ethnic group on the top will fashion history to suit their needs.
I’ve always said that the history of this indigenous state and its
people remains to be written. (Prakash, 2013, p. 14)197

It is necessary to give voice to marginal groups and to make the dominant groups
listen, otherwise the consequences may be dramatic. The insurgencies in the North East
of India mentioned in the novel are just an example. Through some students from Assam
and Manipur, Prakas touches upon the difficulties suffered by the inhabitants of these ar-
eas. The emblem of this situation is a young Manipuri, Sapam. When he learns that his
brother has been killed in shooting during some riots, he cannot even go home for the fu-
neral. First of all, he has no money, but it would also be too dangerous: he would proba-
bly be considered a member of the People’s Liberation Army!08 and killed (Prakas, 2011,
p. 19). Sapam’s story ends tragically: he will commit suicide after being tortured by some
gunda-s.

The reflection on history and power pervades Prakas’s whole novel and is devel-
oped through another critical line, which addresses the limitations and distortions of the
globalized, consumeristic world. Rahul, at the beginning of the novel, wants to emulate
Kinnu Da’s social commitment and decides to abandon organic chemistry and take up
anthropological studies. He does not want to be a pawn of consumerism, as many greedy,
lecherous, corrupt men of contemporary society. The system has created a kind of human-
ity which wants to throw the past away and to disregard all principles and restrictions of

religious, sociological and political knowledge.

In the final decades of the twentieth century, this man has sized
all the forces of wealth and power and technology into his hand
and has declared: freedom! Freedom! he cries. Let all your de-
sires be awakened! Let all your senses graze freely upon this
earth. Whatever is in this world is yours for your enjoyment.
There is neither nation nor country. The entire planet is yours.
Nothing is moral, nothing is immoral. There is no sin, no act of
virtue. Eat, drink, and have fun. Dance! Boogie-woogie. Sing!
Boogie-woogie. Eat! Boogie-woogie. Pig out! Boogie-woogie.
Make that six-figure salary! Boogie-woogie. All the earth’s com-

107 ‘srfeaTtarat T a9 g7 fFemwar 78 g & S T92d 999 F9 8. T T T TqTE F 0 T F7H
THAT XA 2. [...] AT FATIAAT Y HUar & forw i fF e sufaemars & faars ggm g
T o, Ao SfagTasTal F 39 20 &7 AT Sfagrd | ortHe At (har. Sfagre o9 § 97 i1 UF
TSI F&dTaet 2IaT §... ST &, S 7 76 |17 | gl 8, a8 99+ Bt % ey shagm & [fda
FIAT 8. TH <90 T TATS FT SFAgre rdT forat ST areht 2. (Prakas, 2011, p. 14)

108 The People's Liberation Army (PLA) was founded by N. Bisheshwar Singh in September 1978. It is a
separatist armed revolutionary group fighting for a separate independent socialist state of Manipur.
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modities are yours for your consumption! Boogie-woogie. And
remember to count women among those commodities. Boogie-
woogie. (Prakash, 2013, pp. 10-11)1%°

The emblem of this deteriorated system is Nikhlani, a rich, fat, lustful man who often
comes to Rahul’s mind. Prakas introduces this character placing him in an expensive is-
land resort, surrounded by half-naked models. He is talking on the phone to the Prime
Minister about the privatization of each sector of civil life, health, food, education. In the
meantime, he is having sexual intercourse with one of his Miss Universe (Prakas, 2009,
pp. 12-13). Everything and everybody can be considered commodities. Thanks to global-
ization and liberalization, Indian society is rapidly changing, and this is visible in the uni-
versity area as well: fast food joints are springing up everywhere, condom and oral con-
traceptives are readily available, throughout the night tv channels broadcast porn films
(Prakas, 2009, pp. 132-133). It seems that Indian society is absorbing especially the worst

aspects of contemporary Western reality:

People here want the worst from the West, but want to kill and
destroy the best it has to offer. [...] Buy a gun from America. Use
it to shoot Jesus. Use the vilest thing invented by the West to
commit the greatest murder in history. Buy a car from Japan. Use
it to run over Buddha’s head. Find biochemical weapons from
Iraq. Use to kill the Prophet Mohammad. Get a missile launcher
from Israel. Use it to blow Jehovah’s body to bits. (Prakash, 2013,
p. 171)110

And this is not enough. If for many people the world has become a smaller place today,
and each country can be reached easily, it is not the same for millions of rural Indians.
When Sapam commits suicide, his father has to face a three-day trip by train to reach the
mortuary and there is no money for a flight or to send the corpse back to Imphal (Prakas,
2009, p. 60). Undoubtedly, Pili chatri vali larki, even under the guise of a love story, is
harsh criticism against multiple aspects of India’s present and past history: it is against the
degeneration of the consumer society, against the caste system and other forms of dis-

crimination.
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To conclude this section, I wish to emphasize one last point. Let us consider Salman
Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981), probably the most famous Anglo-Indian novel. Its
narrative, in a mixture of history and fantasy, links Indian history to the fate of the chil-
dren born at midnight, 15 August 1947. The Emergency, for instance, is explained as Indi-
ra Gandhi’s attempt to eliminate the midnight children. Basically, the author, by joining
fantasy and historical facts, foregrounds the fictional nature of history. I think that
Rushdie’s goal is exactly the same that Saravgi, Jain and Prakas pursued. Rushdie’s text is
one of the most studied and discussed in the field of postcolonial Indian literature and was
even defined as the first postmodern Indian novel (Das, 2010, p. 2). Its magical realism,
its historiographic and metafictional components are extremely thought provoking, but
my point is that it cannot be considered an isolated phenomenon, nor simplistically “the
original model”. With my analysis I wish to show that these kinds of features, which I
consider possible postmodern traces, are spread over a wider area than generally ac-
knowledged. Not only within the Hindi literary field, but probably in all Indian lan-
guages, there are numerous texts unknown to the majority of the reading audience that
deserve attention and dedicated studies.

4.2. Ontological plurality and text structure

As generally acknowledged, the postmodern world is dominated by plurality and
randomness, by the refusal of hierarchical models and unifying narratives.
Otherworldliness, metafiction and historiographic metafiction, discussed in the previous
sections, allow the authors to foreground such perception through the multiplication of
projected words. As Fokkema wrote “the Postmodernist ideal of non-selection or aleatory
selection often is transformed into the application of combinatory rules which imitate
mathematical devices” (Fokkema, 1986, p. 92). In this context multiplication and
duplication become meaningful devices which may mould all textual levels. In the
following sections I will focus on these processes when applied to the textual structure:
with duplication I will refer to the intertextual games characterized by analogy, while
with multiplication to the fragmentation of a text into various, juxtaposed parts
(Fokkema, 1986, pp. 90-95 and 135-155).

4.2.1. Duplication: multi-layered texts and intertextual games

One of the possible forms of duplication implies intertextuality, that is quotations or
allusions to pre-existing texts, with which there is a relationship of analogy. Before pro-
viding examples from my selected novels, it can be useful to recall some basic theoretical
concepts. As highlighted by Martinez Alfaro (1996), intertextuality cannot be considered
a time-bound feature, as we find theories of intertextuality whenever there have been dis-
courses about texts, from the classics to the critics of the late Twentieth century. Cicero

and Quintilian, for instance, considered imitation as an intertextual practice useful not
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only in forging one’s discourse, but also in defining individuality. In Renaissance litera-
ture there were constant allusions or quotations to previous authors and this practice was
perceived as a means of adhering to the cultural heritage with infinite potentiality. If the
discourse on intertextuality was overshadowed during the Modernist era — when writers
endeavored to separate themselves from their textual past, proclaiming their individual
genius — the authors of the late Twentieth century gave it a new meaning. “The contem-
porary preoccupation with intertextuality”, writes Martinez Alfaro, “tends to question the
usefulness of previous critical narratives of unified progression in order to suggest, in-
stead, a view of literary works as crowded with layered images of multiple reflections and
unexpected relationships” (Martinez Alfaro, 1996, p. 271). Postmodernist works use and
recycle previous ones, leveling down conventional distinctions between past and present,
high and popular literature.

Among the theorists of the late Twentieth century, Julia Kristeva — in her essays
Word, Dialogue and Novel and The bounded text — provided one the most significant
definitions of intertextuality. Starting from Bakhtin’s reflections on literary language, she
defined the literary word as “an intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point (a fixed
meaning), as a dialogue among several writings: that of the writer, the addressee (or the
character) and the contemporary or earlier cultural context” (Kristeva, 1980, p. 65). Kris-
teva’s reflections represented a fundamental turning point, from which any text started to
be seen “as a system (or an infinity) of other such textual structures” (Martinez Alfaro,
1996, p. 271). A literary text should not be considered as the “product” of a single author,
as a self-sufficient entity, but as a mosaic from previous texts.

The concept of intertextuality requires, therefore, that we under-
stand texts not as self-contained systems but as differential and
historical, as traces and tracings of otherness, since they are
shaped by the repetition and transformation of other textual struc-
tures. Rejecting the New Critical principle of textual autonomy,
the theory of intertextuality insists that a text cannot exist as a
self-sufficient whole, and so, that it does not function as a closed
system. (Martinez Alfaro, 1996, p. 268)

Another fundamental contribution to the theory of intertextuality was provided by
Roland Barthes, who proclaimed the death of the author and defined intertextuality as
"the impossibility of living outside the infinite text" (Barthes, 1975, p. 36). The critic ar-
gued that any text is made of fragments of social languages, formulae and rhythmic mod-
els, mostly unconscious or with uncertain origins. He maintained that “the writer can only
imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never original. His only power is to mix writings,
to counter the ones with the others, in such a way as never to rest on any one of
them" (Barthes, 1977, p. 146). Moreover, Barthes, shifting the focus from the figure of
the author to that of the reader, stated that “a text is made of multiple writings, drawn

from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation,
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but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not as
was hitherto said, the author” (Barthes, 1977, p. 148).

Despite their theoretical value, Barthes’ and Kristeva’s accounts are often consid-
ered only applicable to textual analysis with some difficulty. Among the critics who
adopted a more pragmatic approach, Gérard Genette (1997) used a new term, transtextu-
ality, to refer to any implicit or explicit element which connects one text to another.
Among the five sub-categories of transtextuality!!l, hypertextuality is particularly useful
for my analysis. With this term Genette referred to the connection between a more recent
text (hypertext) which is derived from a pre-text (hypotext); the relation could be that of
imitation, parody, translation, but not of commentary. According to Genette hypertextuali-
ty may be considered a universal literary feature: “there is no literary work that does not
evoke (to some extent and according to how it is read) some other literary work, and in
that sense all works are hypertextual” (Genette, 1997, p. 9). Obviously, this characteristic
can be more explicit or massive in some texts than in others, however, during the post-

modern era, hypertextuality becomes an extremely meaningful feature.

Apart from these classic Western theoretical discourses, in order to contextualize
the examples from my selected novels, it will be useful to recall the idea and the role of
intertextuality within the Indian context. Traditionally, in India but generally in South-
Asian countries, the relevance and value of a literary work did not strictly depend on its
originality. Creating new tales from pre-existing ones, re-elaborating a rich cultural her-
itage was perceived as a natural process. This is the case, just to quote a macro-example,
of the many Ramdayanas (Richman, 1991), the multiple versions of Rama’s story, wide-
spread in India, Southeast Asia and beyond. From Tulsidas’ Ramcaritmanas (in Avadhi)
to Kampan’s Iramdvataram (in Tamil) the basis is the Ram katha, but the actual discours-
es may be vastly different, with considerable dissimilarities in terms of style, detail, tone,
and texture. These diverse narratives were and are extremely popular in their relative con-
texts and are not considered a mere variant of the original Sanskrit text. Even so, the atti-
tude towards intertextuality involving foreign literary traditions is much more problemat-

ic. Particularly with reference to the most recent period there is a sort of anxiety about

111 The five sub-categories are intertextaulity, paratextuality, metatextuality, hypertextuality and archtextu-

ality:

- intertextuality: denotes the actual presence of a text within another one. It happens whenever we find
quotations, allusions or plagiarism;

- paratextuality: refers to multiple elements belonging to the text (such as title, chapter titles, notes,
illustrations, prefaces, etc...) and outside the text (advertisements, interviews, reviews, etc...) which
help to direct the readers’ reception;

- metatextuality: refers to commentaries, in Genette’s words “it unites a given text to another, of which
it speaks without necessarily citing it (without summoning it), in fact sometimes even without naming
it” (Genette, 1997, p. 4);

- archtextuality: refers to the genre a text belongs to, it determines thematic and general expectations
about the text.
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being influenced by the British world. As Harish Trivedi (2007) points out, Indian critics
can be divided into two broad categories: those who find such influence everywhere and
those who are reluctant to acknowledge it. For instance, Bharatbhiisan Agraval
(1919-1975) — poet, novelist and critic, who also held a senior administrative post in the
Sahitya Akademi — denounced the influence of a Western work by Edwin William Pugh
on Ajiieya’s novel Sekhar: ek jivant. Nevertheless, ironically, while Ajiieya’s work is con-
sidered one the greatest Hindi novels of the Twentieth century, Pugh’s The eyes of a child
almost fell into obscurity. Moreover, Agraval appeared eager to find analogies between
Jainendra Kumar's Sunitd and D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover, even when they
are rather contrived. For example, he mentioned an episode where Sunita is told to lie
down by a male character and she lies down. Agraval claimed that the same sentence was
used by Lawrence, but actually he is completely overlooking all additional information
provided by the English novelist and the sentence contextualization. Another critic with a
similar attitude was Jaidev, English Professor at the university of Simla. In his work The
Culture of Pastiche: Existential Aestheticism in the Contemporary Hindi Novel (1993) he
examined the work of four of the most well-known Hindi novelists of the postcolonial
era, Nirmal Varma, Krsna Baldev Vaid, Mrdula Garg and Mohan Rake$. He too quotes
various passages from these authors, finding improbable similarities with Western novel-
ists such as Camus and Beckett. According to Trivedi, similar criticism (referring particu-
larly to Jaidev) was largely determined by moral indignation at finding that although the
country had attained independence, some Indian authors were still creating stories and
characters with a “Westernised" sensitivity (Trivedi, 2007, pp. 129-130). A much more
fruitful interpretation of the Western influence was proposed by Sisir Kumar Das in his
History of Indian Literature (2005), as he analyzed both the “Western impact” and the
“Indian response” during the colonial period. It was a period of conflict between local and
foreign values and sensibilities, marked by a love-hate relationship with the Western
world. The Indian writers borrowed new literary genres and forms, such as the tragedy
and the novel, but they did not forget the older forms of the Sanskrit or Perso-Arabic tra-
dition. As Trivedi highlights, “the Western influence on Indian literature was nothing if
not dialectical and dialogic, which makes it perhaps as vast and complex an example as
one could find anywhere in world literature not only of influence but also of
reception” (Trivedi, 2007, p. 127).

Moving now to the hypertextual dimension of my selected novels, I will start my
discourse with Ddastan-e-lapta by Manziir Ehtesam. The first element of this novel to be
taken into consideration is contained in the title: the dastan. This is a Urdu-Persian folk
romance, where the main character sets an example of how a person should act, protec-
ting his people from the enemies. Actually, in this case the relationship between hypotext
and hypertext is not that of analogy, as the novel can be seen more as a negative of a tra-

ditional dastan. After a few pages, in fact, the reader realizes that all the expectations de-
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riving from this indicator are disregarded: the explicit reference to the ddastan is an ironic
and misleading clue. The Urdu-Persian model is literally subverted, as the protagonist is a
“missing man”, who fails in every field of his life, unable to save anybody, including his
own identity. If the hero usually follows a linear path, which leads to an improvement of
the situation, Zamir Ehmad Khan is essentially a static character, looking passively at the
outside world as it changes. Furthermore, if usually a dastan’s hero is rewarded with love,
Zamir undergoes several frustrations. During his adolescence he missed his chance with
his schoolmate A1§a: he was in love with her, but he kept his feelings secret until she mar-
ried somebody else (Ehtesam, 2000, pp. 97-98). Later he had an unfortunate and ambi-
guous relationship with a medical student, Anisa, which finally led to her to commit sui-
cide (Ehtesam, 2000, p. 155). He is abandoned by his wife, Rahat, who cannot stand his
attitude to life, and his affair with Vastima Begam shows his complete failure both as a
father and a husband (Ehtesam, 2000, pp. 213-221).

Apart from the reference to the dastan, the novel is sprinkled with quotations from
Urdu ghazals and film songs as well as by several explicit references to famous literary
works. I will focus on the latter, as they provide some clear examples of duplication: the
texts quoted in fact offer, through analogy, a possible interpretive key of some episodes
(see Stark, 2001, pp. 477, 483-485). During his studies in Aligarh, Zamir Ehmad Khan
starts reading Forster’s novel 4 Passage to India, which becomes an important incentive
to reflect on his own identity as an Indian muslim. He recognizes himself and other
schoolmates in the protagonist, doctor Aziz, who has to face many difficulties after
India’s independence and partition. Forster’s novel provides

...a singular portrait of the Indian Muslim, in which he appeared
alive and breathing with all his problems, complexes prejudices
and sensibilities. In Aligarh he had seen different editions of Dr
Aziz walk around and talk. Their law-suits were now, because of
the country’s independence and partition, dismissed from all
courts and they had to learn the art of staying alive along with
their complaints, because now there was no other cure for them
but time (English translation in Stark, 2001, pp. 483-484)!12,

Zamir Ehmad Khan is fascinated by the novel and he is surprised at the writer’s
understanding of the complexity of Indian society. The text becomes an instrument
through which he interprets his present and his identity as an Indian muslim.

Another noteworthy reference is to Dostoyevsky’s Notes from Underground. Zamir
Ehmad Khan, after losing his job, moves to a first-floor room, an “upper
underground” (ipri talghar, Ehtesam, 2000, p. 28), where he can be alone with his

12 (T SIS ) AT TEGEATHT HAEHT AT Toh VAT SHATAT (=07 o7 S 7 91 T THemedi,
3T, JERIET, ATSERdTel % A AT 3 G AT A T AT| ATz § IH ST AStiet & FroeT Heheor
FAT-TRTA-TTAT AL AT I AT HHIAT <97 AT SAATET ¥ [AqTST & F0T (7 qHET AZTAal & @ISt
7| I8 T forwer-forrraat afga ST T 1 Fefiwt HaT o1 FAifF a9d & AT T ITH Fle TATS
Tl Tl (Ehtesam, 2000, p. 107)
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thoughts and where he would start writing his story. Here we find a first reference to the
dimension of the underground, even if explicitly overturned (as the underground should
not be upstairs). Later, he is depicted as being “by nature an underground
person” (svabhav se talghar ka dadmi, Ehtesam, 2000, p. 80), with a clearer reference to
Dostoyevsky’s protagonist, the Underground Man. Actually, it is easy to find many
similarities between the two texts, as they both collect the memories of a bitter and
isolated man.

Two more texts are quoted in connection with the protagonist’s unfortunate
relationship with the medical student, Anisa: La Porte Etroite by André Gide and The
Listeners, by Walter de la Mare. Gide’s novel depicts the passionate feeling between two
teenagers, Jerome and his elder cousin Alissa (notice the similarity of the two feminine
names). While growing up Alissa decides to devote her life to religion and spirituality,
drifting apart from Jerome. The novel ends tragically with Alissa’s death from an
unknown malady. As underlined by Stark, the novel provides the protagonist with a
literary example and a sort of legitimation to his affair (Stark, 2001, p. 484), which starts
as a supposedly brother-sister relationship. The narrator highlights that Zamir Ehmad

Khan gave that novel to Anisa, without properly understanding its meaning:

Even today, when he remembers Strait is the Gate, he starts feel-
ing ashamed. When he read the book, he did not spend much time
on it and later he thought that, despite being extremely impressed
by the reading, he could not get its true meaning. This misunder-
standing was the reason why he gave that novel to Anisa and, af-
ter some days, it became the reason for an argument between
them and of its consequent small and big quarrels.!13

But such misunderstandings lead to more serious consequences: when Anisa opens her
heart to Zamir Ehmad Khan revealing a past of sexual abuse, she is abandoned by him.
Anisa commits suicide (Ehtesam, 2000, p. 155), linking again her destiny to Gide’s char-
acter. Immediately after hearing about Anisa’s past, the protagonist is walking back home
and some verses come to his mind: “Tell them I came, and no one answered, that I kept
my word” !4, Zamir Ehmad Khan remembers these lines from The Listeners by Walter de
la Mare (2007, p. 48). In the poem a traveller on horseback knocks on a moonlit door in a
mysterious forest. He knocks many times, but no response comes from the eerie building.

“Only a host of phantom listeners, that dwelt in the lone house then, stood listening in the

113 This translation from the original Hindi text is mine.

TET TH T I AT AT FLA o1 AT A8 G ATAT gt A9l H 9T S oAl gl T STATH FT Ig g8 39
FATET AT Tl S1aT 9T Si¥ T SITSAT af 912 | A7 AT T 9z agg TATAd 219 & aras[@ ag daf o |
I TH AT TTAT AT| THE AT A TAAT FILOT a1 2T ITF AT T I ITATH F He F 7 oY Fg fae

T TGT qaa at ot 3T IET & A TF qgq AT ITh Adil FIe-HIE TS F1l (Ehtesam, 2000, pp.
127-128)

114 “F T TS W, T A7 a9 AFEE, 3 3ATs F%e ATE a1 (Ehtesam, 2000, p. 153)
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quiet of the moonlight” (lines 13-15). The traveler disheartened leaves. Only the listeners
remain hearing his foot upon the stirrup and the sound of iron on stone. It seems that here,
as on many other occasions, Zamir is justifying himself: he tried to keep his promise with
Anisa but, because of external factors, he was unable to achieve his aim. He convinced
himself that he tried to build a relationship with her, but social conventions would never
accept it. But this quotation may also be seen as an anticipation of Anisa’s surrender and
suicide: she was looking for Zamir’s support, but when she “knocked at his door” with
her revelation she received no answer.

A final hypertextual game is related to Aziz urf Acchan, a hotel owner and friend of
the protagonist. Before leaving India to seek a better life in America, he gives Zamir
10,000 Rupees and a copy of Irving Stone’s The sailor on horseback. This is a popular
biography of Jack London, which he considers as the greatest lesson and source of inspi-
ration for his life (Ehtesam, 2000, pp. 188-189).

It is the strange story of a man’s struggle in life which like any
classic comes with a tragic ending... keep it and read it with
much affection and seriousness, thinking of the fact that some-
times the very stones which are rejected as useless by the mason
may turn out to be more important than the whole building (Eng-
lish translation in Stark, 2001, p. 485)!15,

As pinpointed by Stark, this passage has to be read also as a suggestion for the au-
thors of (auto)biographical texts and this is particularly important if we read Ddastan-e-
lapta as a fictionalized autobiography. I wish to clarify this aspect of the novel a little. If
the whole text is related by an omniscient third person narrator, who recollects fragments
of the hero's present and past life, Ehtesam directly intervenes in two “prefaces” — pla-
ced at the end of part I (Prastavna: ek hastaksep) and of part Il (Ek aur hastaksep: punah
prastavna) — proposing a rather ambiguous interpretation of the novel. Initially he un-
derlines the fictional nature of his work, rejecting any correspondence between himself

and his character, but gradually his speech leads to a more complex scenario.

Let me make it clear that the protagonist of the novel - that “he”
or Zameer Ehmad Khan, whoever it is - is not me. I wish to em-
phasize this because as it is, I expect many to disagree.

And they would not be entirely wrong, either-this too, I think, it’s
my duty to concede. Why? Because the fictional character and his
world that I have tried to put in black and white may well be tak-
en for a reflection of my own personality by people who have
witnessed a similar play of light and darkness around me. But
how many of them can I convince when I myself often do not
know when it is that my imagination comes to dominate the reali-
ty, rendering me into somewhat of a fictional character, into
someone who begins to breathe, hear, see and speak like a person

115 g W AEHT o Sttaq-gey & ot vt § Bt oft Ffas & awg oo 2 em atai...] ==
I ITH @ ST Tgd AT ST SS(1adt § Tg A= gU TEAT 1% 197 ezl 0 TSI T T ST T 7
T & FHHT-FAT AT THRT F AT Tgea Ul dal T q11ad ard &1 (Ehtesam, 2000, pp. 188-189)
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who never was. The situation is indeed complex, for I am not sure
if what I do I do of my own accord or if there is some hidden
force that compels me to do it.

[...] I believe every man on earth is fated to live with a persona of
his imagination which is as difficult to distinguish from the per-
son who imagined it all as it must be for Sufis and saints to tell
Allah from God. I call this persona of mine The Lost because
even though it is a flower of my own creation, I am the least
aware of its fragrance. On the contrary, sometimes, it seems to me
that The Lost is none other than my exact counterpart-my twin,
which, as borne out by the rest of the facts, is not really complete-
ly true. Were one to oversimplify it, one could say that all of us in
truth live our lives with a Lost One who, though a lookalike of
“I”, is not “I”. Another interesting thing is that, despite the obvi-
ous differences between man and man, the Lost Ones of all are
most alike so that it is far easier to understand the Lost rather than
the man of flesh and blood.!!¢

The separation between author, narrator and protagonist is therefore quite vague and this
effect is stressed by several autobiographical references spread across the text. For exam-
ple, Zamir Ehmad Khan was used to writing short stories and having them published with
a pseudonym and, as the author, he is an engineering drop-out who started to work in a
furniture shop. On some occasions, he is also depicted while thinking about writing his
autobiography (Ehtesam, 2000, p. 30). The intrusion of the author in the novel is particu-
larly relevant as it implies a transgression of the border between fiction and nonfiction;
moreover, it questions the traditional hierarchical order between author, narrator and

character.

116 Translation from Hindi by Kuldip Singh, cit in Stark, 2001, p. 480. For a complete translation of this
“preface”, see Lotz and Khare, 1998, pp. 3-11.

THY 97T FT H ATET T T Fd g Fg al STATH & A — ‘qg° T “FHIT UgAE @A’ — ST 5, a8 |
TEN | T ATa T F AT AT IHT TATANT g g1 FAT0H & STIAT § HE AW A0 78 AT #iea § arqfwy
BT FFAT 81 F ART fY quia: Terq At g, 7 ararar | & g oot gt e qwsrar g1 #9 =it S
Tt T i Saht 3T & &7 T8t Taer-awe § AT SO it Fifover £t & bt gu-gia 39 oA T
7Y - SereT-redt 3=t § s 38 7% € =t 1 v Rear awsAa @ 81 & g8 Fa-a o -
T AT 3 & §AT F TFhaT g, Graahy UHT qfefa § et sfaay gg 731 |7 T8 97a1 Faar {6 & 7y
FIEAAT TATH T ZTAT GIhT G2 HAR] U Hleq(ad Afeqcd H 9ad adl g A H T UH Al<h 6l ag aiq
A, TEA-FA AT FAT AT g S w7 S gF Tal o) Futa @t stea gafow g & 92 ag-awr
7 oft 7T wrerw O & UHT gw STt wfT & AT § A7 RIS ASTd T qHAE VAT Fl 2]

Y AT g T #9 § g2 AR et FeqqT & Ua US FF & 979 S 9% TG99 gram g et wear
Y IT FoqAqT T FLA AT o AT THS FT TET FH-FA IqqT 7 qfower arfera g1 avar g Sraar
ThRT-ATAT AT T8 §C AN 6 (70 $97 3T seeATg o 1 Sfa¥ FHeAT gral gl § o0 =6 97 # g2 &l
ATAAT FZdT § FAITh T G HT FoITT FT Bl 21d g0 T 9T Taehy gorg F T FATaT Ao & &7 2
Feftweft zoer foorper faadia 7 <ft wegw fRar & & 7 araar #3r< siie 721 et T+ 727 € gowire
2 T ST T areht /ey ardt & T S grar 8, 1T 69 A8l Aot di AT i wrterer £ o ar
FTHEAE H gH 99 I UF UH ATIAT o T 1 T A &, ST g9 8 gu off ‘g0 Al granl UF
3 faer=reT arq 7g & At st & S 9gd &F 98 €9 ° T9 Aarel Saarara & Jras[@ a9rdr &
e “ATIAT AT H TH-GAL F Fgd (HAd-S[ad 3 THAHT gId @ ¥ [het @ “ATaan H 04T ggl-
FTET o TAATT &l GHEAA 6l Fead Fgl a1 g1 (Ehtesam, 2000, pp. 80-81)
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The second novel that I will discuss is Pili chatri vali larki by Uday Prakas. Here
too, we find many cases of duplication — that is of literary references which resemble the
protagonist’s experiences — and multiple intertextual games. In chapter twenty-six, for
instance, Rahul establishes a parallelism between himself and the monk of Hazariprasad
Dvivedt’s Anamdas ka pothalll. When Rahul is with Afjalt he feels new indescribable
sensations, the same that the holy man experiences when he sees a woman for the first
time in his life (Prakas, 2011, pp. 117-118). Rahul feels that, with his beloved, he can for-
get all his troubles and sail in calm and loving waters of existence. Thanks to the girl’s
presence he “had forgotten how his life, and the lives of countless others like him, was
like a boat with weak sails, trapped inside a typhoon, in a decisive battle for its very exi-
stence, struggling desperately against the deranged and omnivorous waves churned up by
the violent and crazed ocean of today’s world” (Prakash, 2013, p. 157)!18. In a highly poe-
tic image Afijalt becomes the moon, writing with her beams a new life story on Rahul’s
forehead. The chapter ends with some emblematic verses, explicitly connected to Rahul’s
beloved poet, Federico Garcia Lorca:

On my forehead
The moon’s immortality
I want to sleep for a short time
An hour, a night, a week, a year
A century, perhaps
I am tired, endlessly tired.
(Prakash, 2013, p. 157)119

Actually these words recall a poem, Gacela de la muerte oscura, but not in a literal form.
In fact Lorca wrote:

No quiero que me repitan que los muertos no pierden la sangre;
que la boca podrida sigue pidiendo agua.
No quiero enterarme de los martirios que da la hierba,
ni de la luna con boca de serpiente
que trabaja antes del amanecer.

117 The protagonist is a young sage who, due to his thirst for knowledge, undergoes different experiences;
finally, he becomes a responsible social being, sensitive to human conditions.

118 TTEe A 9 AT AT o IHAT 3T IHF TH SAHET AN A1 S(1a 39 FHAL I ATAT ATRTSAT 0] L
ST ] 997 % 26 oY 370 ggraqs ¥, ol o & w8y, TR oY qawelt ag o et avg, S
% AT, T Tfeqed it [T 7 sifqw A=Te 7, = W&l & (Prakas, 2011, p. 118)

19 ¢ HY /Y I

EHT T LT 8
 HIAT =T8T g T e,

U HeT, U 10d AT UF 9978, Uh 99

T 9T ek T <TTaTeAT. .

H 9gd o% AT E...” (Prakas, 2011, p. 119)
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Quiero dormir un rato,
un rato, un minuto, un siglo;
pero que todos sepan que no he muerto;
que haya un establo de oro en mis labios;
que soy un pequefio amigo del viento Oeste;
que soy la sombra inmensa de mis lagrimas.'?0.

Prakas§ — who worked on Lorca’s poetry (see, for instance, his article Federico Garcia
Lorca ki raktgatha available at http://kavitakosh.org/kk/cTes T TRTTIAT /

% élifﬁl_rrrfﬁm_aﬁao‘f) — elaborates these verses, connecting Rahul’s condition to that of

the Spanish poet: they are both exhausted because of the oppression and aguish of their

epoch and need to find a shelter where to rest. Moreover, it is worth noticing that by re-
ferring to Gacela de la muerte oscura, Uday Prakas offers a wonderful example of inter-
textuality within intertextuality. In fact, as the Spanish title suggests, Lorca develops his
reflection on death by referring explicitly to Persian ghazals.

A few pages before the narrator describes the struggle in Rahul’s heart between love
and hatred towards the brahmins: they discriminate non-brahmin people like him, but Ai-
jalt belongs to this caste, as well as the majority of the authors that he is studying. Absor-

bed in such thoughts he starts reading some lines from Nirala’s Ram ki sakti pija:

Oh night of deep silence! The heavens vomit darkness;
all sense of direction lost, even the wind’s flow stilled;
thundering behind them the vast unconquerable sea;
the mountains as thought plunged in thought, only one
torch burning.
Again and again doubt rocks Lord Rama, and gradually
with the dread of Ravana’s victory in the universe...
(Prakash, 2013, p. 130)!2!

120 These verses are the second and third stanza of Gacela de la muerte oscura and are taken from Divin
del Tamarit, a collection of poetry published posthumous in 1940. The entire collection is available at http://
federicogarcialorca.net/obras_lorca/divan_del tamarit.htm#08. Below the English translation by Robert Bly
(see Lorca, 1973):

I don’t want them to tell me again how the corpse keeps all its blood,

how the decaying mouth goes on begging for water.

I’d rather not hear about the torture sessions the grass arranges for

nor about how the moon does all its work before dawn

with its snakelike nose.

I want to sleep for half a second,

a second, a minute, a century,

but I want everyone to know that I am still alive,
that I have a golden manger inside my lips,

that I am the little friend of the west wind,

that I am the elephantine shadow of my own tears.

121 2 37T fR9rT; IITeraT = ST

gl T {9 #7719, T4 g 994 =TT,

e TSt ToT i s e,

T ST T 9, FaA AT TATT

R Treraw i e wer e Jemr

TZ-¥E ISAT ST STiad | TAu-S17-977. .. (Prakas, 2011, pp. 98-99)
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Rahul has the feeling that someone is watching at him silently and invisibly, knowing ex-
actly what his consciousness is experiencing.

Two more hypertextual links accompany the reader respectively to Czech and South
African literature. The first connection is with Romeo, Juliet and Darkness by Jan
Otcenasek!22 (Prakas, 2011, p. 127). The novel deals with a young couple during the Nazi
occupation, who had to live in hiding inside a room for a whole year, with their love for
each other and the fear of death. Rahul, who read this novel in Nirmal Varma’s Hindi
translation, notices the book in the library during one of his rendezvous with Anjali. The
boy perceives the burden imposed by social norms: he has to live his love secretly, as it
would not be accepted by the high, powerful castes. The second connection is with /n the
Heart of the Country by John Maxwell Coetzee!23 (Prakas, 2011, p. 145), and it is used by
the author to better describe some of Rahul’s fears and negative thoughts. He is afraid that
Anjalt’s love is not pure, that sooner or later she will abandon him because of her origins.
The first time they have sex, Rahul seems to become a wild animal: he is full of desire for
revenge and uses all his strength as if he were fighting the injustice inflicted on the lower
castes. A scene from Coetzee’s novel flashes through his mind: a black servant, after
killing his white master, rapes his daughter, but this act of violence seems to turn in some-
thing pleasurable for the girl. What if Afjali simply considers him a pleasure-giving toy?

All these references, apart from mirroring the protagonist’s experiences, underline
the author’s open-minded approach to literature. He is interested in the worldwide pro-
duction and wants to break free from the restrictions imposed by the most traditionalist
Indian scholars. This criticism is clearly visible in another episode, when Rahul, in front
of the head of the Hindi department, has to prove his knowledge of literature. The boy
enumerates many international texts, such as Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, Tol-
stoy’s War and Peace and Resurrection, Hemingway’s Old Man and the Sea, Tagore’s
Gora, Gitanjali, The Home and the World, Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s Love in the Time of
Cholera, Milan Kundera’s The Joke, Italo Calvino’s Adam and Eve, Arundhati Roy’s God
of Small Things. From the Hindi literary field, he mentions Premcand’s novels, Nirmal
Varma’s Antim Aranya, Alka Saravgi’s Kali Katha Vaya Baipas, Vinod Kumar Sukla’s
Naukar ki kamiz. Unfortunately, the Professor does not seem to be interested in either in-

ternational nor in recent Hindi literature: as the first thing he advises Rahul to read the

122 Otéenasek was a Czech novelist and playwright. His most popular work, Romeo, Juliet and Darkness,

in 1960 was made into a film and in 1963 into an opera.

123 Coetzee is a South African novelist, essayist, linguist, translator and recipient of the 2003 Nobel Prize
for Literature. He is considered one of the most important postmodern and postcolonial authors of the 20t
century. In the Heart of the Country was published for the first time in 1977 and narrates the vicissitudes
and mental distress of Magda, a white lady living with her widowed father in the Karoo region, South Afri-
ca. Magda’s narrative may be perceived unreliable, as it is almost impossible to distinguish what is actually
taking place and what is occurring within her imagination (Coetzee, 2004).
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History of Hindi Literature by Ramcandra Sukla, which was published for the first time
in 1929 (Prakas, 2011, pp. 38-39). By quoting all these works, Prakas suggests a sort of
alternative literary canon, which should at least be considered in literature departments.
The author’s attitude towards the old-style academic world is highly critical, as it is con-
sidered too far from the actual literary world.

In Uday Prakas’s novel, intertextuality not only involves previous literary works,
but also mythical tradition and contemporary media. When Rahul looks at the mountains
surrounding the university campus, he notices on the highest peak a gigantic, naked man,
with a tiny woman fastened to his waist. He thinks that they are Siva and Parvati during
the cosmic union, from which the world was created (Prakas, 2011, p. 17). On another
occasion the author describes a dry bamboo forest, where the wind, blowing through the
canes, seems to play thousands of bamsuri. This is a reference to Krsna and Rukmini’s
love in a bamboo forest, where the god used to play the flute, teaching the bamboo canes
how to play (Prakas, 2011, p. 31). The majority of Indian readers perceive such images as
natural, as the result of a shared cultural heritage. Nonetheless, they have to be read as a
form of intertextuality, simply in a wider acceptation. Prakas not only looks to his own
cultural roots, but also to the most recent forms of entertainment. The reader, in fact, finds
multiple references to movies, famous characters and actors. When the students’ Task
Force wait for the gunda-s to arrive at their hostel, they seem to become the heroes of

some action movies:

Ajay Devgan took a giant leap from somewhere in the crowd and
landed both his boots on the goondas’ back, just like Bruce Lee,
shouting “ho, shu, shu”, showing off his karate-judo moves,
whipping his belt around in the air. He removed his shirt with the
bloodthirsty look of Arnold Schwarzenegger in Terminator and,
grabbing the bewildered goondas by the scruff of their necks, hoi-
sted them in the air, just as a massive monkey arrived on the sce-
ne and used his bare fist to rain blow after blow on the goondas’
ugly mugs. (Prakash, 2013, p. 115)124

Rahul becomes James Bond (Jems Band ka Piyars Brasnen), some other students Johnny
Lever and Jim Carrey from The Mask (Joni Livar aur “Mask” ke Jim Kairi), and another
Amitabh Baccan (Prakas, 2011, p. 89). Furthermore, a horror science-fiction film (Crit-
ters) is used in one of the most important and recurring metaphors of the story: the domi-
nant groups are usually compared to critters, the small, furry aliens of the movie, devour-
ing everything in their way. Moreover, Prakas’s text is not made of written pages alone,

but of images as well. It could be considered a case of iconotext as defined by Micheal

124 39 92 ® ¥ Fgl & ST Ta9F HAT FANT TR ST T 6T F1S T2 T T2l o6 A1 STl T, FHT T
AT E... ... ¢.. SS AG... 3«F... q SS” FIAT gaNl, Fe-SET % Id (F@Tar =T se HiF... qA..,
TR AT AT, ATAT 9IE IATTHY GEATT TN & FAdT gl EfHAST FT AT ATl I TEq T2 [T
T FIAT THSHL FUL IST AT AT 3T Ve THT T Fgl o Uk AT AR IH G2 6 AT T qIUH TgT
FHIAT AT ST TH-AT T =T Goram AT, (Prakas, 2011, pp. 88-89)
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Nerlich!25, hence a work of art composed of verbal and visual signs. The author in fact
introduces fourteen drawings — mostly concentrated in the central and final part of the
book — containing sketches of a couple or of a female image. During an interview that |
had with the author in December 2017, he mentioned this aspect of novel, highlighting
that the visual component enriches and completes the verbal.

With this enumeration I wish to stress the Prakas’s tendency to blend ingredients
from heterogeneous fields: literature, myth, visual art and cinema, they all equally con-
tribute to Rahul’s story. Through this strategy Prakas emphasizes the plural nature of his
work and, at the same time, erases the conventional boundaries between high and popular

culture.

The last novel that I will analyze here is Surendra Varma's Do murdom ke lie gul-
dasta (2012, lit. A bunch of flowers for two corpses). Actually, this text was not originally
included in my dissertation plan, but I think it may provide some interesting causes for
reflection. The novel is a sort of reversed Bildungsroman, where the two main characters,
Nil and Bhola, leave their home for Mumbai, lured by easy money. At the beginning of
their new lives their aims, their intents are high (they would like to help their families, Nil
dreams about finishing his PhD course), but slowly and almost unconsciously, they are
captured by the metropolitan spell. It seems that Mumbai, through different paths (N1l
becomes a gigolo, while Bhola becomes part of a criminal gang), leads them to degenera-
tion and self-destruction. Within the novel, I traced several scattered references to the /-
hasa. A first brief and ironic reference to the rs7 Visvamitra is included at the beginning of
the story, when Nil is forced to leave Delhi and his academic career after an unapproved
relationship with his mentor’s niece. In an indirect discourse the young man reflects on
his misfortune: after all, many rs7 like Visvamitra deviated from the brahmacarya, but
none of them had to abandon their careers (Varma, 2012, p. 12). This is an allusion to
Visvamitra’s relationship with Menaka, one of the most beautiful Apsaras, narrated in
both the bala-kanda of the Ramayana (see Valmiki, Book I, Canto LXIII) and in the
Sambhava-parvan of the Mahdabharata (see Vyasa, Section LXXI-LXXII). Indra, afraid
of Visvamitra’s ascetic powers, sent the charming nymph Menaka to seduce him and
break his meditation. The rsi surrendered to Menaka’s beauty but, despite this, he man-
aged to reach the desired condition of brahmarsi.

A little later, N1l and Bhola, on the train to Mumbai, narrate their stories to one an-
other. After hearing his new friend’s misadventures, Bhola remarks that behind any con-
flict in the world there is always a woman. Without Kaikey1’s unfair request there would
not be Ram’s exile and without Draupadi there would be no Mahabharata (Varma, 2012,

125 Nerlich coined the term iconotext in reference to Evelyne Sinnassamy’s work, La Femme se découvre,
and its fusion of text and photographic images.

124



pp. 15-16). Here the mythical reference mirrors Nil’s past, but can also be considered as
an anticipation of his new, short life in Mumbai.

Two other significant references can be quoted, both related to the Mahabharata.
The first is inserted during Nil’s job interview with Srimati Mehtab Dastiir, an old lady
looking for a well-educated person with whom to share her thoughts and time. The
woman immediately puts him to the test, asking him to comment on one of her paintings.
Nil starts to talk fluently about Arjuna’s inquietude at the beginning of the great war of
the Mahabharata (Varma, 2012, pp. 31-32). The author seems to suggest a kind of par-
allelism between Arjuna’s and Nil’s conditions: their minds have become weak and they
seem to be unable to understand what they should do. Krsna’s answers to the spiritual
turmoil of the Pandava will be quoted later on, when Nil, working as a gigolo, starts to be
disgusted by his customers. After a particularly unpleasant encounter, in fact, he remem-
bers the Gita’s teachings about the detached action: Nil has become a paid companion
and he has to “fulfill his duties”, his dharma as a gigolo. He has to subjugate his senses
with his mind and remain detached from what he is doing: only in this way he will be
able to tolerate his customers’ lustful behavior. Obviously, a biting irony characterizes this

association between the sacred teaching of the Bhagavad-gita and Nil’s thoughts.

What emerges from the above examples of inter- or hyper-textuality is the impossi-
bility of depicting human life in a completely new way: Zamir Ehmad Khan, Rahul and
Nil find their own reflections and experiences (albeit with a more or less ironic connota-
tion) in previous literary works. As Umberto Eco (1984) wrote in his postscript to The
Name of the Rose, books always speak of other books, and every story tells a story that
has already been told. Moreover, duplication represents one of the possible devices to
render the complexity of contemporary reality and its plural, multifaceted nature. Obvi-
ously, other strategies are possible in order to foreground, on the level of textual structure,
the idea of ontological plurality. In the following section I will focus on fragmentation

and on the proliferation of narrative voices and embedded stories.

4.2.2. Multiplication and fragmentation

In the globalized society we are bombarded by multiple stimuli and pressures, it
becomes increasingly difficult to define a clear system of values and priorities. Our lives
seem to be broken into multiple little fragments, having lost any possible unitary design.
As Fokkema wrote “the Postmodernist world view appears to be characterized by the
conviction that any attempt towards constructing a world model — however much quali-
fied by epistemological doubt — is pointless” (Fokkema, 1986, p. 82) Within such a con-
text stories become fragmented, broken into a succession of disjoined actions. Fragmenta-
tion implies a process of multiplication, of proliferation of situations and actions, which

are simply juxtaposed, since they are no longer dominated by the logic of cause-effect.
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Characters’ identities as well appear multifaceted and discontinuous and their vicissitudes
frequently leave the reader a sense of disorientation.

Disorientation is exactly what I experienced when I read Dastan-e-lapta for the first
time. It seems that the narrator provides the various tiles composing the mosaic of Zamir
Ehmad Khan'’s life (touching about forty years until his present time in 1987), but no uni-
fying, interpretive key. Even at the end of the novel the mosaic remains incomplete: there
is always something missing. The reader encounters images of Zamir’s family and ori-
gins, of his studies and job, but he/she is left unable to recreate a complete, clear picture.
As anticipated by the title, what is actually missing is a stable identity, a conscience whi-
ch could provide the story a linear form. In this sense it is particularly interesting to notice
the meaning of the protagonist’s name. In a dialogue with his friend, Vivek (Ehtesam,
2000, p. 57), he explicitly states that Zamir means “consciousness”. This specification
creates a parodic effect as consciousness is exactly what is missing. The story’s fragmen-
tation in a string of juxtaposed events appears as a fundamental device to render the pro-
tagonist’s crisis. Basically, he keeps on escaping from his duties, from his paramount rea-
lity and seeks refuge in an alternative dimension of a supposed mental disease. In such a
narration no unifying or centralizing account can be found.

Another novel which deploys the strategy of fragmentation, albeit in a substantially
different way, is Hamara sahar us baras by Gitafijali Sti. The story is built through a se-
ries of snapshots, again simply juxtaposed by the narrator (see also Consolaro, 2010, pp.
120-125), but, in this case, the reader is able to reconstruct the plot. If Dastan-e-lapta ap-
pears to be dominated by entropy and random combinations, Gitafjali Sri’s novel seems
to be the product of a predetermined plan. The account was deliberately broken up by the
author into fragments, which were subsequently organized in a discontinuous way. In my
opinion, Ehtesam’s novel renders today’s atmosphere by submerging his tale and his cha-
racter into it; on the contrary, Gitafijali StT looks at it from an external point of view, con-
structing and deconstructing her story in a critical way. On this issue the narrator of Ha-
mara Sahar us baras provides the reader some meaningful clues. The narrator — a female
figure, who lives in the same city and period as the main characters, but who is not direc-
tly in contact with them — explicitly says that she only wants to bear witness to what she
sees and hears. She is not omnipresent (Sri, 2010, p. 12), nor omniscient (21). She knows
that the reality she is experiencing is too difficult to be completely understood and to be
narrated in a plain, linear form. When professional writers and intellectuals cannot fulfill
their task, what can the narrator do? She can only record her own experiences (St7, 2010,
p. 7), juxtaposing rumors, events and moments of life (p. 8). If not today, maybe in the
future, thanks to these recollected fragments, it will be possible to give a meaning to the
period.

In Gitafijali’s novel the fragmented narrative mirrors the fragmentation of charac-
ters’ identities in a new age of communalism. If at the beginning of the novel the protago-

nists — Sruti, Hanif and Sarad — define themselves as secular, at the end of the novel
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they fall into the trap of communal labels. Initially they feel they all belong to the “neu-
tral” group of well-educated people, opposed to that of common people, moved by pas-
sions and prejudices. Their divider is a bridge near their house, which separates the area
of the university from the rest of the city. However, gradually, due to external events and
pressures, they start to set a new opposition: Hindu versus Muslim, or better said “non-
Muslim” versus “non-Hindu” (Sri, 2010, p. 240). In the dialogue below, it is evident that

the doubt has been instilled in Sruti’s mind:

“Hanif!” she suddenly calls out. From the bathroom comes an
answering “Yes.”

“Am I a Hindu?” No answer.

“Whether I like it or not, am I a Hindu?”

“Maybe,” a voice comes out of the bathroom.

“Sarad t00?”

“Yes.”

“What about you?”

“No.”

“Are you a Muslim?”

“Yes.”

“But I’'m not?”

“Sruti!” in the bathroom voice there is a laugh.

“I am more like Sarad, less like you?”

“There must be some more or less similar fibre” the bathroom
says.

“And that fibre is not in you?”

The bathroom is silent.

“l am a woman.”

“I don’t know.”

“What?” Sruti asks louder.

“We were talking Hindu fibres, not women’s,” the bathroom
spurts abruptly.

“My father was Paiijabi?”

The bathroom is silent.

“Was he or not?”

“He was, darling,” comes forward from behind the splashing
sound of water.

“Mother was from Banaras?”

“Yes.”

“Then how many fibres are there, that are in me and in Sarad but
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not in me and you?” (English translation from Consolaro, 2010,
p. 124)126

This excerpt shows in an extremely simple way Sruti’s awareness, but at the same time
incredulity, of how identities are fragmented and the strength of fragmentation is em-
pathized by the use of brief and quick lines. It seems that a person is no longer a unitary
entity, but a sum of disjoined features. According to the context, one of these traits may
be considered predominant, causing the others to fade. This reflection is explicitly pro-

posed again through Sruti’s words:

Why should I separate fibre by fibre, nerve by nerve, from this
whole and complete identity? What I am is clearly definite in my
consciousness, why should I wake it up, choose some parts of it
and leave out others? If I do so, my self would shrink. My self-
pride would be impaired. Its essential beauty, its real shape would
be spoilt. Dimming it, thickening it, pushing this out and pulling
that in . . . we ourselves are breaking into pieces our form and
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figure, but we are just becoming ugly. (English translation from
Consolaro: 124)127

The issue of multiplication on the level of textual structure led me to think about a
third novel, Kathgulab by Mrdula Garg. On the macro level, the novel is s constructed
around the juxtaposition of five chapters containing five life stories. The author devotes a
chapter to each main character and starts all of them with the same syntactic structure
merda nam X hai, so that we have respectively Smita, Marianne, Narmada, Asima, Vipin.
It seems that every chapter is a self-contained diary, written in the first person, simply
juxtaposed to the others. Actually, this simplicity is only apparent as every character, as
well as relating her/his individual experiences and traumas, proposes a different point of
view on the other protagonists. Smita’s sudden escape from India, for instance, is narrated
with two different focalizations, through Smita’s eyes in the first chapter and later on
through Astma’s memory and partial knowledge of the events. In the same way we read
about Narmada’s marriage with her cruel jzja and her experiences at Darjin Bibi and Na-
mita’s house in her own chapter, but also in the following one, dedicated to Astma. A fur-
ther example could be that of the first and only encounter of almost all the main charac-
ters after the death of Astma’s mother: this moment represents the conclusion of Astma’s
story, but it is also a turning point in Vipin’s chapter, as he meets Nirja with whom he will
decide to create a family.

The proliferation of life stories and focalizations is stressed by two further ele-
ments: the alternation, within each chapter, of a first person and third person narrator and
the presence of some other embedded life stories. Regarding the first point, it is particu-
larly relevant as the systematic duplication of the narrative voice creates a fascinating
game of perspectives. It seems that, for each life story, the dimension of the self-referen-
tial narrative has to be transcended in order to put some distance between the events, es-
pecially traumatic ones, and the characters. We can think about the two episodes of abuse
suffered by Smita: the first one presumably committed by her jija (Garg, 2013, pp. 19-24)
and the second by her American husband (Garg, 2013, pp. 49-55). Both of them are nar-
rated by a third person narrator, as if similar traumatic experiences cannot be confessed in
the first person.

The second element refers specifically to Marianne’s chapter: the American sociol-
ogist, in order to find material for her husband’s novel, started to research into female mi-
gration in America during different historical periods. She quickly developed a special
affection towards four women and started to compile their diaries. Hence the reader learns

of Roxanne’s exile from Poland and her impossible love for a Russian boy; Susan from

127],..] ¥ AT TQ-XEY, I ST ks AT 37 AT Sz efeael 7?2 § ST g, F Fa1 § U 2, F1 39
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TATHT, TH AT &1 T &l ATe-AUEHL T&T 9T 7 & (S, 2010, p. 207)
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Scotland, who took part in the struggle against native Americans in order to grab their
land. But especially he/she reads about Elena, a beautiful Italian woman, whom Marianne
feels like a spiritual mother, and about Ruth from Spain, Marianne’s alter-ego. Ruth’s sto-

ry is particularly meaningful as her and Marianne’s identities progressively overlap.

Ruth? But I’'m Ruth, I was telling you my story, wasn’t I? Who
am I, Ruth or Marianne? Today I am Marianne. But long ago, in
another age? I wish I had met Smita earlier, I wish I didn’t hesi-
tate to declare my belief in reincarnation, because then 1 would
say unambiguously that in this life I am Marianne, and in an ear-
lier one I was Ruth. My Christian upbringing only allowed me to
say that at some time Ruth must have been my mother’s moth-
er... but I had already declared Elena was my mother. I had even
told Irving about it because I had a well-reasoned argument
worked out for it. But Ruth was an intuition, a mere feeling. 1
couldn’t analyze my relationship with her. How could I tell Irving
Whitman that I was Ruth? My need and my pain make me Mari-
anne today; the other day I was Ruth. Not because Ruth was the
antidote to Virginia or because, she had liberated me from her
tyranny, broken my helplessness in the face of beauty. Elena had
done all that. That’s why I called her as my spirit mother in pub-
lic. But Ruth was my echo, my alter ego. (Garg, 2003, p. 75)128

In my opinion, the prismatic structure of Mrdula Garg’s narrative represents a coun-
terpart of fragmentation in Mafizar Ehtesam and Gitafijali Sri’s novel, as it highlights,
through a multiplication of voices and perspectives, the complexity and plural nature of
reality.

4.3. Challenging the realist aesthetic: the poetics of small things and the litera-

ture of pleasure

During the Nineties, two apparently opposite phenomena gained some considerable
importance in the field of Hindi novels. On one hand, the flourishing of women and dalit
writing, with their condemnation of discrimination and oppression, and their claim for
social recognition. On the other hand, mainstream literature, progressively detaching

itself from the tradition of social realism. New mainstream literature starts to be free from
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the necessity of narrating great issues or proposing high moral teachings. In actual fact
these two phenomena have to be considered as the two faces of the same coin. Both of
them, even through different devices and with different aims, challenge the tradition of
the modern Hindi novel, as inaugurated by Premcand. In section 4.4., I will discuss how
women and dalit authors, still deploying the instruments of realism, challenge the male-
high caste literary canon. In this section, I will focus on that part of mainstream literature
which is seeking a new, post-realist aesthetic.

According to Sudhi$ Pacauri, at the dawn of the new millennium, playfulness has
become a key concept of Hindi fiction. As the scholar argued, in an interview that I had
with him, in the contemporary world p/easure has gained a central role, taking the place
of reality. In the consumer society, people do not want to buy sorrow and suffering (which
is a fundamental part of the realistic tradition), but well-being and happiness. Therefore,
we start encountering texts whose plot is extremely reduced, with no great ideals or eter-
nal truths and especially no didactic intention. We find mosaics of daily-life images (no
longer charged with the idea of social commitment), apparently “light plots” with plenty
of sexual allusions and fascinating puns. Moreover, contemporary literature becomes a
product of the consumer society and progressively erases the distance between high and
popular literature. This is a typical feature of postmodern art, whose authors do not try to
conceal the tensions between aesthetic, historical and textual dimensions (Pacauri, 2010,
pp. 102-103). The border between reality and imagination becomes evanescent, as well as
the separation between genres and the distinction between life and art (Pacaurt, 2010, pp.
99-100).

In my readings, the search for a post-realist aesthetic is particularly visible in the
work of Vinod Kumar Sukla and Manohar Syam Josi, albeit with different connotations.
The plot of Sukla’s novel Divar mer ek khirki rahti thi is extremely reduced and, as
Visnu Khare underlines in the novel’s afterword, there are no great events or conflicts, but
images of pure life of the lower middle class and images of nature with all its sensuous
effects (Sukla, 2014, p. 168). Ray (2002, p.362), in a somewhat critical tone, even argues
that if in Sukla’s first novel Naukar ki kamiz linguistic amusement (bhasik krira), still
supported by a rather structured plot, was a tolerable component, in Divar it becomes a
mere diversion (khilvar matr).

The world depicted by Vinod Kumar Sukla, despite the humble conditions of his
protagonists, is imbued with poetry and magic. Sukla seems to suggest that people, in or-
der to gather this aspect of reality, only have to approach it with openness and candor. In
particular in the novel, love is the engine of this revealing process. The protagonist, Ra-
ghuvar Prasad, in fact, discovers the edenic world beyond his window (see 4.1.1.) and the
poetics of small things thanks to the presence of his new wife Sonsi. Through the images
of the couple in their idyllic garden, through the images of their intimacy and complicity,
the author provides a new way of representing the life of the lower-middle class, free

from the harder tones of social realism. Nonetheless, it does not mean that he conceals the
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protagonists' poor conditions, nor their daily preoccupations. The couple live in a rented
single-room house, with just a few things supplied by Raghuvar Prasad’s elder sister (Su-
kla, 2014, pp. 24-25). Sometimes the young man feels guilty, he is afraid that he does not
provide sufficient support for his parents. During the first visit of his father, Raghuvar

notices:

Father looked weak. If Raghuvar Prasad asked about his health,
Father would tell him everything that was wrong. Raghuvar
Prasad would become agitated. Had his salary been better he’d
have shown his father how much a son can care. Raghuvar Prasad
felt helpless faced with his father’s expectations; he had failed as
a son (Shukla, 2007, p. 29)129

Despite the big and the little troubles of everyday life the tragic tone never prevails.
The young couple is able to see the beauty and the magic of small things. Sukla conveys
this particular sensitivity through a language with a highly poetic flavor. In his descrip-
tions the author provides the reader with a multi-sensorial painting, with unusual associa-
tions and frequent synesthesia. In the excerpt below, for example, Raghuvar Prasad fol-
lows his wife beyond the window. He likes following her, as if she were the center of his

world:

Raghuvar Prasad walked on the path behind Sonsi. As feet leave
prints, Sonsi’s movement ahead left a Rhythm in its wake. The
scene on every side was rhythm made visible. The pond, the tree,
the blossoms on the tree, the path — these were composed of
rhythm. Raghuvar Prasad walked as if his feet were dancing.
From the earth to the sky, Sonsi’s rhythm prevailed. What was
still swayed in the way still things sway. A large rock looked still
as it swayed. Raghuvar Prasad walked in step with Sonsi’s
rhythm. (Shukla, 2007, pp.180-181)!30

It seems that the rhythm of Sons1’s steps has become visible and has pervaded the whole
of reality. The rhythm pervades the same stylistic choices, with the constant repetition of
words and sounds and with the juxtaposition of short sentences. One might recall, at this

point, the fact that, according to social etiquette, a woman in South Asia should walk be-
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hind her husband or lover, as in a famous Urdu sher by Mirza Ghalib!3!. In Vinod Kumar
Sukla’s excerpt the model is reversed, as Raghuvar Prasad follows the rhythm of his
wife’s steps. The world beyond the window is free from conventional social norms. The
power of love and in particular of conjugal love is celebrated throughout the novel. Its
importance is highlighted from the very beginning of the text — before the novel’s be-

ginning — by the dedication to the author’s wife and by a poem written by Sukla.

A poem lived first in the novel

From countless stars a star emerged.
How did the one from countless appear?
Parted from the countless
One alone,

For a while it was the first.

A gust of wind blew
Blowing from the countless gusts of wind,
For a while it was the first.
From the countless waves a wave emerged
For a fleeting moment the first.

From the countless,
The countless all alone,
From the countless, one emerged —
A life companion for always.
(Shukla 2007, no page)!32

Actually, the celebration of conjugal love was present in another well-known novel
by Sukla, Naukar ki kamiz\33 (The Servant Shirt, 1979). Also in this case, the relationship
between the protagonist (Santii Babii) and his wife is marked by their daily routine, by
little incomprehensions, but also by delicate thoughts and moments of intimacy. In sever-
al occasions, for instance, Santti Babti underlines how his wife looks beautiful despite not

using any make-up or wearing inexpensive clothes. One day, Santi Babu sees, unob-

131 7y g T = g1er @ B fav ey q 3 & aFam 47 8 997 Y 3R (Ghazal 208, 5 available on Pritchett’s
website), “Don’t ask how I feel traipsing behind: look how you blush as audience to me” (translation by the

American poet Andrew McCord, available on http://www.caravanmagazine.in/poetry/four-ghazals-mirza-
ghalib).

132 IU+TH § Tgel U FHiadr wgal ofF

A & TAFershe U qTET 91/ U a1 A0 | 978 0 (et °a12/ S0 & 316 S/ STohelT U/
TEAT AT T a|/ TAT T AT ST AT AT/ ag AT 2T AR GaAT % HAIHl T/ TZAT AT 1, a1/ AARE &
e U ag it/ qgetl, 99 T T/ AT FT SAHAT/ AN eTohel AT/ AR & STeohed] TeH/
T St 921 (Sukla, 2014, p. 7)

133 The protagonist is Santli Baba, a young clerk, who relates in the first person some episodes of his life,
about his household and his job at an excise office. The title of the novel refers to an episode, in the middle
of the narration, where Santii Babi is forced to put on the shirt of his boss’s previous servant and to work
for some days at his place. When Santii Babii goes back home, wearing the servant’s shirt, he feels every-
body’s eyes on him; he does not want to be seen even by his wife. The shirt is perceived as a dirty blemish
which has to be removed quickly, something to be ashamed of: Santii Babi is a clerk, not a servant and he
wants to defend his status.
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served, his wife accompanying their landlady on her errands. She looks so different, so
secure. As if he were seeing her for the first time, he is amazed by her beauty and by the
musicality of her voice (Sukla, 2000, pp. 168-170). Moreover, towards the end of the
novel, her pregnancy awakens a further caring attitude: “when I saw her panting I lay
down next to her being careful not to put any pressure on her belly. My cheek resting next
to hers, my breath keeping pace with her breath, I began to breathe, not just for myself
but for her”134 (Shukla, 1999, p. 225).

Together with love, nature is the other basic component which creates the magic of
Vinod Kumar Sukla’s world. Nature seems to play empathetically with Divar’s protago-
nists. Especially the moon and the stars are frequently described in connection with them.
In the excerpt below, for instance, Raghuvar Prasad is looking for his wife outside the
window, but it is completely dark and for a some time he is unable to see his beloved.
Suddenly the moon rises in the sky:

As the moon rose, Sonsi became visible to him lying on a rec-
tangular black block. The border of her pale yellow sari seemed
laced by moonbeams, not shiny thread. Her silver anklet was
bathed in the moonlight. The substance of her silver earrings was
moonlight. The gold pin in her other ear gifted to her by Mother-
in-law, was made of golden light. The gold bracelets were
moulded of intense golden light. Different parts of Sonsi’s body
shone as if they were adorned by ornaments made of moonlight.
(Shukla, 2007, p. 125)!35

The rising moon reveals Sonst’s presence to Raghuvar and moonbeams seem to adorn her
body: the decorations of her sari, her earrings, anklet and bracelets seem to be made of
moonlight!3¢. On other occasions, nature seems to play a more active role, for example,
helping the couple during the time of separation. When SonsT has to visit her in-laws and
her parents, the sky becomes their most intimate way of communication:

“Whenever I find the time I will lie down on the touchstone rock
and look up at the sky”.

“Through my window, I will view the sky you will have seen.”
Raghuvar Prasad’s looking at the sky would be his letter. The

134 3 foeq o< 39 g1 a@ar w211 T 38 e | T et 39 a3g f=rae 747 & 39+ I 92 of1=T of
TAE T 92| 3@ HI-HT I a9 F HeT goll | Hl FIE o7 a0 g AN AIA-70 o107 STeT-37eT
StramaTiaT gaT 7ET THhgT FY T A, UF gL F forw TagT ¢ 77 A1 (Sukla, 2000, p. 187)

135 <t F=T |7 FwAT (AT agd a=T T AT UF aS, AH, FHeAl, HEHAT Fg 9T AEr g qeat
T AT o Awerd g1 faet| Tt goal aret &7 AT it wATieed S F7xd1T F Threr 6 e anft aret o
Tt AT FTET AT O TET FeEAT 6 TR F AT 9T G4 ofF | AT F qTed T AT 6 TR F a9 FT 6 A1 AL
A H FIET | FAgeet! ST FFT 7 &1 off a8 gag? Th1er faeg & Toat off| 279 # &1 & g 9 gaey
THRTT & T A T | THE FATAT AT AT T 9T Fgl-Fgl 34T Tg-Tgah TR grar A7 % ag «ff
FEHT o TRTLT 6 @l | (T g3 &t A7T| (Sukla, 2014, p. 94)

136 Moon and moonlight connoting erotics can be actually found in several texts in modern Hindi literature
and, more in general, in South Asian literatures. On this topic see, for instance, Damsteegt, 2001.
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moon would be his form of address for Sonsi. The star would be
his handwriting which Sonsi would be able to decipher instantly.
Raghuvar lying on the touchstone rock would see a cast sky. The
cast sky would be a long letter. Sonsi looking out the window
would see a smaller sky. Her letter would be smaller. The sky
would be the letter they had written each other. (Shukla, 2007, p.
209)!137

The episode immediately recalls the kavya tradition, Kalidasa’s Meghadiita for instance,
where a yaksa entrusts a cloud with a message for his wife far away. Hence the magical
and poeticized reality, the participation of nature in humans’ vicissitudes has not to be
considered as something completely new: it belongs to an ancient tradition, which is now
rediscovered as an alternative filter by which to read the world.

The magic of reality is not only conveyed by the sense of sight, but by hearing too.
On numerous occasions Raghuvar and Sonsi transform each other’s words in a creative
and personal manner. They mould each other’s utterances, some times delete part of them,
revealing their hidden intentions and desires. In one case, for example, Raghuvar wants to
go to the college quickly, avoiding meeting the sa@dhii with his elephant. Sonst has just
prepared some rice and offers to bring some at his workplace. When Raghuvar refuses,
she hears a completely different answer, as she wants to join him at the college: “it wasn’t
the eight kilometers to college that she was crossing but the distance of her loneliness.
Her destination was Raghuvar Prasad, eight kilometers away” (Shukla, 2007, p. 110).

In other cases, Raghuvar and SonsT are able to hear unspoken words. In the excerpt
below, they are at home, Raghuvar is preparing his lessons, while SonsT is doing some

housework. She thinks about her daily routine and he immediately repeats her thoughts.

“I will cook the leaves if the jari vegetable now. I will dice the
stems in the evening and cook them for supper.” The she changed
her mind. “I will cook the stems now.”

“What were you saying?”” Raghuvar Prasad asked Sonsi.

“I wasn’t saying anything,” Sonsi replied.

“Aren’t you planning to cook jari stems now?”

“Yes,” she said. “How do you know?”

“I know.”

After a while Raghuvar Prasad heard, “I swept the room but I
forgot to mop it.”

“You finished sweeping but you forgot to mop. If you mop now
you will have to bathe a second time. That’s what you were think-
ing. My advice is: don’t mop now.”

“That’s just what I was thinking, but how do you know?”

“Just like that.” Raghuvar Prasad spoke like a magician.

“Can you tell me what I think of next?”

137 ey oY FH THORTT § FHTET & T T ST ol S| 37T SAHTeT AT a@dr Tim|”

“F ff fasdt & TR T9 gU AHIIT T 3@ [T THAT THIE HT SR T@AT THAT TETE & =gl foraar
BRI =vadT JAeT % forw forar gam awatee grm ard & fof geft ’/E dorme a9z orvfh wEe
THTE FETET & TeqT TT AeHT Uk TET SATH1T @ | FTET SATHRTLT AFT (oSt giT| HIet Raeeht & Frer sanrer
T T FGIET SR SATTeT U oY A7 forat =gt gRfl (Sukla, 2014, p. 151)
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“I’ll tell you. Not now. In my own time.”

“When the bangle-seller comes by, I will buy bangles from her
today,” Sonsi said in the middle of her task. Raghuvar thought she
was speaking to him.

“What did you say?”

“Nothing.” Sonsi was preoccupied.

“Buy some bangles from the bangles-seller this afternoon,”
Raghuvar Prasad said.

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Sonsi said with a child’s
amazement on her face. (Shukla, 2007, p. 205)!138

We may assume that she is just thinking out loud, simply unaware of it, but some
other episodes lead us to understand that there is a special and more subtle way of com-
munication between husband and wife. When they are not alone — for example during
the visit of Raghuvar’s mother and younger brother — they can talk mentally while sleep-
ing (Sukla, 2014, pp. 137-138). Their special relationship transforms the simple act of
listening into a sort of magical act, which can reach the deepest and most unexpected lev-
els of comprehension.

For all the characteristics described above, Vinod Kumar Sukla’s prose is often as-
sociated with magical realism!3?, a phenomenon which achieved worldwide attention with
Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967) and with the so-called

138 37%ft STLT T AT a7 AT g, 9TH HT TUSA HIehT a7 117 AT 3T ATE SHAT AT TG TAT| “STHT
TUSA FAT A T THAT THTE o HIAHT T TR “TH FIT g Lol 027
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139 On magical realism a conspicuous number of texts have been published, among the most recent ones
Bowers, 2004; Faris, 2004; Hart and Ouyang (eds.), 2005; Lopez-Calvo, 2014; Gaylard, 2005; Sasser, 2014.
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Latin American boom!40. Theo D’haen, in a thought-provoking essay (1995), provided an
interpretation of magical realism which fits Sukla’s prose perfectly. According to the
scholar magical realism is strictly connected to ex-centricity, “in the sense of speaking
from the margin, from a place “other” than “the” or “a” center” (D’haen, 1995, p. 194).

He argues that:

In literary-critical terms, this ex-centricity can in first instance be
described as a voluntary act of breaking away from the discourse
perceived as central to the line of technical experimentation start-
ing with realism and running via naturalism and modernism to the
kind of postmodernism Lernout assigned to his second group of
authors, the "metafictionists" or "surfictionists" a la Beckett,
Robbe-Grillet or Ricardou. Even though these various move-
ments may have thought of themselves as critical or subversive of
one another, and of the respective societies they stemmed from,
their issuing from "privileged centers" made their discourse sus-
pect to those marginalized -- geographically, socially, economi-
cally -- by these same societies. To write ex-centrically, then, or
from the margin, implies dis-placing this discourse. My argument
would be that magic realist writing achieves this end by first ap-
propriating the techniques of the "centr"-al line and then using
these not, as is the case with these central movements, "realisti-
cally," i.e. to duplicate existing reality as perceived by the theoret-
ical or philosophical tenets underlying said movements, but rather
to create an alternative world correcting so-called existing reality,
and thus to right the wrongs this "reality" depends upon (D’haen,
1995, pp. 194-195).

Vinod Kumar Sukla’s writing does not share the perspective of the privileged centers ei-
ther on the level of worldwide literature or on the level of Hindi literature. On one hand,
because of his origins (from a former colony and, moreover, from a peripheral region like
Chhattisgarh) and because of the language he is writing in, he is immediately situated in a
marginal position, far from the shining world of Anglophone fiction. On the other hand,
he finds his own way of expression, breaking free from the tradition of social realism that

largely shaped the Hindi literary canon.

The second novel that I consider a perfect example of the new literature of pleasure
is Manohar Syam Josi’s T-ta profesar. In the short preface (7-ta@ profesar in Josi, 2008, p.
3), the text is explicitly defined as a postmodern joke (uttaradhunik majak), an example
of the postmodern game (uttaradhunik lila ki namuna), which allows the reader to savor a
story even if in reality no complete story has been written. As described in section 4.1.2.,
T-ta profesar is not only the story of a character, but also the story of a series of stories
which the protagonist was unable to complete. A noteworthy aspect of the novel is the

alternation and mixture of a comic and tragic tone. There is a kind of unexpected discon-

140 The Latin American boom was a flourishing of Latin American literature, which took place primarily
between the 1960s and 1970s. It is mostly associated with Gabriel Garcia Marquez (Colombia), Julio
Cortazar (Argentina), Carlos Fuentes (Mexico) and Mario Vargas Llosa (Peru) all of whom incorporated
magic realist elements into their work.
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tinuity, which repeatedly shakes the reader. The caricatural image of Professor T-ta, an
old man obsessed with sex, for instance, dramatically contrasts with that of his sad child-
hood in a widows’ house. Moreover, the presence of frequent frivolous episodes, with
plenty of sexual allusions, contrast with the seriousness of the epilogue, where Mr Jo$,
looking at a dead foetus floating on a river, reflects on the unfinished stories on T-ta’s
life.

If in section 4.1.2. I focused on the most serious and dramatic aspects of the novel
— that is, on the narrator’s disenchanted reflections on life and on the potential of writing
— here I will concentrate on the comic aspects of the story, those which, even at a first
glance, make the story diverge radically from the tradition of social realism. The charac-
terization of Professor T-ta makes him inevitably a caricatural figure, from many points
of view. Firstly, he proudly mimics the appearance and way of speaking of the British:

Professor Khashtivallabh Pant, Dubbul MA, T’ta’ was a thin,
short man, with a vanity that colored every aspect of his personal-
ity: mind, heart and body. He held his frail body so erect that it
seemed in imminent danger of toppling over any minute. He wore
what he imagined was an Englishman’s attire: a black-and-white
pin striped suit. This, however, only enhanced his comical ap-
pearance, especially as the seat of the trousers and the elbow of
the jacket had patches of another fabric. [...] Not only did T’ta
admire the white man’s attire, he was also deeply in awe of the
white man’s language. And so, he always carried a pocket note-
book to jot down all those English words that he heard for the
first time. (Joshi, 2008, pp. 18-19)141

He is convinced he is an authority on the English language and due to this he is the object
of hilarity among the school staff. People often ask him the meaning of English words
that he presumably does not know, only to see him conscientiously check them in his sa-
cred Oxford Dictionary. The mere fact that T-ta is the only person in the school to own
such a dictionary, seems to make him the repository for a deeper knowledge. Because of
this attitude ongoing quarrels and contests start between T-ta and the school principal,
both eager to parade their mastery. One day, Mr Jos1, with the aim of winning T-ta’s trust
and gathering information for his collection of tales, informs the Professor that the princi-
pal will attempt to embarrass him by using the phrase “hanky-panky”. T-ta will simply
have to answer that he knows the meaning, that is “hocus-pocus”. On this occasion, indi-
cating the expression in his inseparable dictionary, the Professor gives an amusing spell-

ing: “yuch o si you yes, pee o si you yes, hocus-pocus. There you are, maharaj, that is the

141 ZEer-gqel 3T AT TTHAY TSiaedd Ivd €59 UH.T, ‘T2 988 AHg ¥ 3T g AFHE I [QA-[7WT-38
AT H T €T AT AT T8 AIHT FHASE FTIT T ZAAT AFES-ATHHRL FAd T T 28 F7 &7 qarae @aT
AT Tgar o7 T dis F g« Rz S sraw St a7 it ag T qredl T 9a e JTRAT a1 el e
H AYeHT FF AT ZTEATEIT T47 d T 39 SAT g2 § Tqqd % e o7 Fle 7 TRl 9 92377 aod 7y
TN [...] TTRAT T2 T Fa US| 1 T Tgad o, Ffodw Irg iUl 6l ATT & fF agd I =T a8
Y U STET-ATEaF H SISt % UH T 957 T T [OT TS A ST Ieal wget A< g 2hl (Jodt, 2008,
pp- 15-16)

138



meaning of hanky-panky” (Joshi, 2008, p. 36). The hilarity of the situation is increased by
the principal’s reaction: he angrily grasps the book and throws it out of the window. The
book lands in the sewer, making T-ta’s brahmin soul shudder. This was a very serious af-
front. Professor T-ta would even have the dictionary cleansed with Gange’s water, if it did
not further ruin the pages (Jos$i, 2008, pp. 27-28). And the quarrel goes on. Professor T-ta
even threatens the principal to launch a satyagrah, to restore in the school the respect for

knowledge:

“Then you had better remember, Manager-saip, that I am a Free-
dom Fighter,” [...] ‘If I launch a satyagraha, they will have to give
me charge of the entire school, forget a mere dictionary,” he went
on. ‘I will tell all the leaders of this country that the man you ap-
pointed as principal is bent upon dragging the school down into
the stinking gutter that he tossed the dictionary in. I have nurtured
this school with my blood and sweat and this is what he has
turned it into! I had saved that dictionary for twenty long years
and you have chucked it into a disgusting sewer. I refuse to re-
main silent after this, I am telling you all today. I will scream and
tell the leaders the truth about this principal and this
school!” (Joshi, 2008, pp. 37-38)142

As the narrator empathizes some pages later, the irony of the episode is related not only to
the absurdity of the fight itself, but particularly to its historical background. The fact hap-
pened just five years after the British had departed from India and there, in the remote
village of Sunaulidhar, a satyagrah was invoked to restore the respect for an English dic-
tionary.

Another fundamental element which makes T-ta a comic figure is his obsession for
sex, his ability to find erotic allusions in any subject. For instance, one day, he is dis-
cussing with Mr Jos1 the difficulties his son, Yati$, has with maths, particularly with
geometry. T-ta suddenly remembers that he has noticed his son carrying his geometry
textbook to the toilet. Initially he feels outraged at his son taking a book into such an im-
pure place, but finally he thinks that he may use its diagrams for a better masturbation. As
Mr Jost gapes at this suggestion, T-ta adds: “Don’t you know that our tantric traditions
have always used the triangle as a sex symbol? Now if you tell me that it doesn’t indicate

some kind of sexual act, you will only strengthen my belief that you are actually a very

142 <37 oft g W AT Ao 89 o H fiieq Fr2e gl [ ] § Fae 9T 9% 971 41 a8 SFRE =, a8
T Tl ATTHI {EH & AT TENT HSIST| § TATSA, Fel o6 THIH ATSH il 1o AT ATAT gl g (4 reae
T AT 9T IHT qIE [T 6T AT § 6o 2T &, o ave g8 A7 ey s|H w5 w5 1 69 o1
GA-THI & HAT 52T, IH THF Teaf ATett # e T S Ry §9 i qrer F dArerse T sgdt, 39
THA qq & ATAr § FFESa w7 3 oa § A @l | et Heers wgar fied 71 9 10a-0gt 39
ATk e 3T TITErer 2t 117 (Jost, 2008, p. 29)

139



ill-informed person!” (Joshi, 2008, p. 61)!43. Moreover, when Mr Jo$1 starts to teach
maths to Yati§, who is just a twelve-year-old boy, and to Kelavti Yen, the beautiful half-
Chinese primary school teacher, he is asked to never leave them alone. For T-ta “youth is
a very bad thing” (Joshi, 2008, p. 57 and 58) and it is necessary to protect the virtue of
their pupils. Soon Mr Jost decides that T-ta will be the ideal protagonist of a comic-erotic
romp and starts to meet him everyday for an evening walk in the hope of gleaning some
tasty information. The Professor boasts about his virility, but is reluctant to provide many
details. To win T-ta’s trust, Mr Jo$T starts to invent improbable sexual experiences and to
provide the Professor some texts, like the controversial text by Marie Stopes on birth con-
trol and a porn title called Ideal Marriage. T-ta like an adolescent devours the latter while
Mr Jost is tutoring Kelavtt and Yatis. Moreover, sometime later, he furtively asks Mr Jost
the meaning of an expression he found in his readings, that is “coitus interruptus”. When
he hears the answer, he is a little upset: he was convinced that he had discovered that
“contraceptive method” (Jost, 2008, p. 48).

Actually, both the scatological tone and the presence of multiple sexual allusions
are not something new for Manohar Syam Josi. In his previous novel, Hariya Harkyiiliz
ki hairant (see 1.1. and 4.1.), in fact, the first part of the protagonist’s life is marked by
his father’s chronic constipation. The author lingers over many detailed descriptions of
how Hariya attempts to soothe his father’s sufferings. Moreover, when Hariya hears for
the first time the name Goomalling (or Gimaling), he starts to muse about the affinity
with the word giz, which means “feces”, and of the possible existence of a /inga made of
excrements (as if Gimaling derived from git k@ linga). Regarding the sexual component,
it becomes particularly relevant on the death of Hariya’s father and the consequent disco-
very of his unexpected treasure. Hariya, in fact, opens a mysterious trunk and finds some
pornographic pictures, portraying his father in intimate poses with a British sahab and
with his wife. After this episode Hariya, who has never shown any interest for sexual mat-
ters, starts to behave in a strange way. The community is particularly perplexed when,
during the days of mourning, he gives hospitality to Hemuli Bojyt, an old but still attrac-
tive relative, with the excuse of having some help in preparing food for his father’s visi-
tors. Hariya and Hemuli are seen chatting and whispering in a way which is considered
highly improper.

Manohar Syam JosT’s writing is ironical and playful and, in my opinion, perfectly
exemplifies the concept of /ilabhav in the acceptation of Pandey Sasibhisan
“Sttamsu” (see section 2.2.). According to the critic, lilabh@v — which he explicitly trans-
lates as “seduction” (Sitamsu, 2000, p. 8) — is an essential feature of postmodern works

and makes literature a sort of pleasurable game. In particular, Sttamsu highlights that the-

143 SIrqahl AT AT ST 94T A1 g 36 SIS0 gHTE gt av | T a7 gl T 19 HIAT TAT gl IAS TS0 il
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AT T3 T &1 a1 ST (Jost, 2008, p. 43)
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se new texts are a mixture of veiled and unveiled meanings and are often characterized by

an explicit sexual component.

As I anticipated, Vinod Kumar Sukla and Manohar Syam JosT resort to different
strategies, but they achieve the same goal, which is to make their novels innovative and
independent from the tradition of social realism. They seem to overcome the idea of
weight of living, recovering the value of lightness. In this sense Sukla’s and Jo$i’s prose
may evoke a well known lecture delivered by Italo Calvino. The Italian author, in his Six
Memos for the Next Millennium, stated:

After forty years of writing fiction, after exploring various roads
and making diverse experiments, the time has come for me to
look for an overall definition of my work. I would suggest this:
my working method has more often than not involved the sub-
traction of weight. I have tried to remove weight, sometimes from
people, sometimes from heavenly bodies, sometimes from cities;
above all I have tried to remove weight from the structure of sto-
ries and from language. [...] When I began my career, the cate-
gorical imperative of every young writer was to represent his own
time. Full of good intentions, I tried to identify myself with the
ruthless energies propelling the events of our century, both collec-
tive and individual. I tried to find some harmony between the ad-
venturous, picaresque inner rhythm that prompted me to write
and the frantic spectacle of the world, sometimes dramatic and
sometimes grotesque. Soon I became aware that between the facts
of life that should have been my raw materials and the quick light
touch I wanted for my writing, there was a gulf that cost me in-
creasing effort to cross. Maybe I was only then becoming aware
of the weight, the inertia, the opacity of the world—qualities that
stick to writing from the start, unless one finds some way of evad-
ing them. (Calvino, 1988, pp. 3-4)

Similarly Sukla and JosT describe their world, with its lights and shadows, but they man-
age to evade its harshness and opacity. Sukla, with his poetry of small things, draws the
attention to a humble but magical world, which takes shape thanks to the power of love
and to the complicit attitude of nature. JosT provides his readers with a multilayered tale,
which is both the story of a man suffering from writer’s block and the story of a series of
incomplete stories. Irony represents the basic way of expression, mitigating the potential
dramatic nature of the tale. Moreover, its playful and often desecrating tone distances the
novel from the tradition of high literature, making it closer to the most popular forms of
entertainment. In conclusion, what I wanted to emphasize in this section, together with
the previous ones, is that at the dawn of the new millennium, new expressive prospects
have appeared, making the Hindi novel part of a worldwide literary discourse on post-

modernism.
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4.4. Literature against traditional totalizing powers

One of the most interesting aspects of the recent Hindi literary scenario is the emer-
gence of new voices, particularly of women and dalit writers. These groups have been
marginalized for a long time, suffering because of discrimination and oppression, but
have started to denounce their conditions and to demand social recognition. It is almost
impossible to talk about the Hindi literature of the late Twentieth century without men-
tioning stri vimars and dalit vimars. Nevertheless, as most of this literature is character-
ized by realistic tones and limited stylistic experimentation, its link with postmodernism
could be controversial. In the following sections, I will discuss this issue, analyzing, on
one hand, the subversion of conventional gender roles, and on the other, two different pic-

tures of marginalization offered by a dalit and a non-dalit author.

4.4.1. Women’s writing: subverting conventional gender roles

As highlighted by Pandey Sasibhiisan Sitamsu, one of the fundamental ingredients
of a postmodern text is the urgency of going beyond institutional traditions (see section
2.2.2.). Marriage, family and society are undergoing a major change as well as the tradi-
tional concepts of femininity and masculinity. Literature, especially through its feminist
voices, necessarily mirrors this situation and tries to deconstruct conventional gender
roles.

If we look at the history of Hindi literature, female characters are usually depicted
as devoted wives and mothers and if they try to escape from their boundaries they feel
guilty and troubled. Although in the second part of the Twentieth century, women start to
lay claim to their rights, only from the 1990s they are bold enough to try to subvert the
system. We can consider the characters depicted by Krsna Sobti, probably one of the most
important and innovative authors of the Twentieth century. Mitro from Mitro marjant
(1966), for example, gives voice to female sexual desire as a natural impulse, but she
does not break with her world. She feels repressed in her house, but she keeps on living a
conventional monogamous life, simply asking for more sexual gratification. In Siraj-
mukhi amdhere ke, the protagonist Rati, after suffering abuse, is unable to have a stable
love story. She seems to find satisfaction through a relationship with a married man, who
is ready to leave his family for her. Despite this, she ultimately gives him up. Krsna Sobtt
explained that Ratt was looking for herself and nothing more: the conclusion of the novel
should not be read through the lenses of the sublimation of love, but of self- assertion.
Nevertheless, it seems that in this way the author creates sympathy towards some socially
condemned behaviors and at the same time reaffirms the status quo (Consolaro, 2011a,
pp. 279-281).

During the 1990s some well-known female authors, such as Prabha Khetan and

Mrdula Garg, made some fundamental steps for women’s emancipation. Through their
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lives and writings, they undermined the traditional roles imposed on women by a patriar-
chal society. In particular they both deconstructed the conventional equivalence woman-

mother, suggesting multiple alternatives to realize women’s identity.

One of the fundamental themes of Mrdula Garg’s novel Kathgulab is the unresolved
ideal of parenthood and the deconstruction of conventional female and male roles (see
also Castaing, 2013, pp. 78-84). Even though the feminine identity is usually associated
with motherhood, none of the main characters manages to conceive a child: Smita and
Marianne experience the pain of abortion, Narmada dedicates her whole life to raising
someone else’s children and Astma does not feel any desire for pregnancy until her me-
nopause. Almost all the mothers that we encounter in the text are far from being positive
figures devoted to their children: there is Namita, Smita’s sister, who spends very little
time with her children and has a harsh attitude towards everybody; and Marianne’s mo-
ther, who does not care about human relations, but only about appearance and money. If
we consider all these characters the conventional image of woman-mother seems outda-
ted. Motherhood is an extremely complex condition and is not the only chance for wo-
men’s self-realization. Smita and Asima find their own way of living in contact with natu-
re and through social commitment, while Marianne expresses her female creative power
through writing (see 4.1.2.). On the other hand, Vipin, the only male character, is descri-
bed with a special emotional sensitivity. He seems to be closer to women, as traditionally

considered, than to men. Using his own words:

To tell you the truth, the subtle sensitivity and delicate apprecia-
tion of beauty that I shared with women, I could never find in
men, I don’t know if this difference between men and women is
natural or historical, but I do know that it exists. Whether it’s the
beauty of nature or of a work of art, the pleasure I have had in
experiencing it with a woman I have never felt with a man. (Garg,
2003, p. 189)144

Moreover, he feels a deep desire of fatherhood and seeks in the women that he meets a
possible mother of his children. At first, he would like to adopt a child with Asima, he
even thinks that if he had possessed a womb, he would have asked her to seed it (Garg,
2013, p. 216). Later, he identifies in young Nirja an opportunity to have his own flesh-
and-blood child. His ambivalent nature — he seems to have a masculine body but a femi-
nine soul — is underlined by the reference to “the Ardhanari$var in him” (Garg, 2013, p.
220), the androgynous form of Siva and Parvati, depicted as half male and half female. In

Castaing’s words “the novel thus implicitly questions the ‘gender trouble’ by highlighting

144 T FgdT g, ST G&H WA d ¥ Sche "ieaddary, q& i # e, @i § F97 T80 5o 7 781

ST o f-1=w &7 78 98 IThfas § 37 UfagTiad| % Ta97 STa9d SAdT g (% a8 g1 YTHids aiead gl a7
FATHI, I AR | AT FT ST aews, &7 & G661 § g2 e, 2w & a7 F47 921 71 (Garg 2013:
213)
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the paradoxes of the characters’ gender identity, alienated to both a biological and a social
condition which they deplore” (Castaing, 2013, p. 81). Finally, also Vipin abandons his
dream of fatherhood and joins Smita and Asima in the remote village of Godhar. Nature
becomes a refuge, an alternative dimension where to feel free from social constrictions
and transcend the male/female opposition. This is the called eco-feminist perspective. On

the issue Garg stated:

“In the post-imperialist era, women writers refashioned a central
metaphor, that of motherhood. It is now recognized that there is
no such thing as barren women. Any woman willing to nurture
any one is a mother. From nurturing human beings, they have
gone on to nurture and replenish nature itself. Then started an
astute interest in the protection and revival of the environment
and ecology. It has spread into their writing; the image of their
male protagonists has also under gone a change. One of my male
protagonists, as I told you earlier in my novel 'Kathgulab', 1 de-
picted as the new 'ardhanaareshwara', who along with the female
protagonists, transcended the womb and became one with the
'bio-sphere'. This is the metaphor common to the eco-feminist
writing”. (Ananth 2007)

Three of the five main characters (Smita, Astima and Vipin) find relief from their demons
by living in close contact with nature. Especially in Smita’s story nature is a lifelong sup-
port, from the woodrose of her childhood to the sugar maple of her first months in Bos-
ton. She received the woodrose (which significantly gives the title to the novel) from a
friend of her father when she was a child. She immediately developed a special, almost
magic, relationship with the plant: as soon as it grew enough, it became her personal
space, her very home. Later, when she sought refuge in America from her past, she lived
for some time in complete solitude and a sugar maple became her best and only friend.
“Under the sugar maple’s deep rainbow shade, I felt safe from the cold, the wind, my
loneliness and the merciless light” (Garg, 2003, p. 21), Smita says. Nature participates in
people’s vicissitudes, offering a refuge from sufferings. It becomes a safe haven where
most of the main characters land, attempting to escape from their troubled lives and iden-
tities. Nevertheless, nature requires attention and energy, exactly like a child. By taking
care of it Smita, Astma and Vipin try to fulfill, in an alternative way, their desire for par-
enthood.

Prabha Khetan in her novel Chinnamasta suggests a further chance for female
emancipation and self-realization: her protagonist, Priya, manages to liberate herself from
an extremely conservative background through her job. “I was born the fifth daughter in
an extremely narrow-minded Hindu orthodox family. Right after my birth my mother
started to be ill. My mum liked beautiful children. I had a dark complexion and because

of that my mum didn’t feel proud of me. My mum in fact was Dai mam (the ayah). Da1

144



marn nurtured me”!45. These are Prabha Khetan’s words about her own childhood, but
they can easily refer to the protagonist of Chinnamasta. From her childhood Priya starts
to feel the burden of being a girl. Her mother dislikes her and refuses any affectionate ge-
sture (Khetan, 2004, p. 35). At the age of nine she comes to know the conventional mea-
ning of guilt (aparddh) and sin (pdap), words that will leave a mark on most of her life.
She is repeatedly raped by Bare Bhai, but she cannot even alleviate her suffering by re-
porting it. Dal mam, the only person aware of what has happened, requests her to remain
silent, a similar episode is too shameful to be recounted to anybody. The memory of this
violence persecutes Priya. She cannot avoid asking herself why in all societies there are
so many taboos on incest. Why are innocent girls not protected from men’s lust? She had
remained silent for years, but how much time could she tolerate that silence (Khetan,
2004, pp. 119-120)?

On many other occasions Priya perceives the fact of being a girl as a motive for
guilt, a course. When she begins to menstruate (too early according to her mother’s wi-
shes) she has to stay isolated from the rest of the family. In a conservative context this
was a common feminine problem, as menstrual blood was considered impure. Priya is
told that menstruation is something shameful, a sin (again), weighing on the shoulders of
the girls’ parents. Priya cannot understand this explanation: how could it be possible that
every girl, every month, increases the weight of her sin (Khetan, 2004, pp. 49-50)? Shor-
tly her breasts start to represent another problem. At twelve years old she has to start try-
ing to conceal them. Her sister brings her a really tight kamiz: by wearing it she will be
considered a child for some time longer and she will avoid a premature marriage. After
some initial reluctance, Priya starts to tighten the kamiz herself: she does not want to be-
come a woman and to live the life her mother or her elder sister lead (Khetan, 2004, p.
85). But finally, Priya is married. For some time, she tries to act as a good bride should
do: she is compliant and accommodating with her husband, Narendra, taking her mother-
in law as a model. After less than two years she has a child: it seems that her life is taking
the direction that she wanted to avoid.

Priya’s life takes a new path when she accepts a job offer from one of Narendra’s
friends and starts an export activity. A real chance of self-realization has materialized. Ac-
tually, she has always perceived that she could not feel complete in the role of wife and
mother only, but now she has found a possible answer to her concerns. Gradually she be-
comes aware that the basic condition for women’s emancipation is economic indepen-

dence: this is the capstone in order to escape from traditionalist contexts which put

145 All English translations from this text are mine. The original Hindi text is as follows:

UF 982 o Ghlvararat (8g aaradt aRare § Arqr-foqr it qi=&l a1 & &9 § J7 S0 gall 9L 5+ &
T2 T &1 AT AT T i) 7 Gra 9g 9= 9T 2| §7 37 Fiaer 91 gHifery 7t 7¢ oo yrse fier 98t
Tt off| 5 A/ T A | qTS Al (FAAT) BF off qTE AT A & HH -G (Ranavat, 2015, p. 196)
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women on a level of inferiority.!4¢ Unfortunately, her husband’s anger increases propor-
tionally to her satisfaction and finally he gives her an ultimatum: she has to choose be-
tween her career and her family. Priya decides to continue working; she knows that her
identity is deeply interwoven with her job. This was a shocking element for the Hindi
readers of the 1990s: this was one of the first cases where a female character deliberately
abandons her traditional roles of wife and, especially, of mother. Obviously, it is not an
easy decision, but Priya knows that she cannot keep living her previous life. She is very
often described while thinking about that decisive moment of her existence: she feels
guilty, but she does not surrender. Significantly at the end of the novel, there is a refer-
ence to her dreams: everything refers to personal realization (such as acquiring a driving
license and wandering across India alone) and not to romance or to her family. All these
elements are particularly important if we consider the author’s life. Prabha Khetan, de-
spite her conservative background, managed to assert herself and become a successful
entrepreneur. Moreover, she was an assertive feminist and she had a long-term relation-
ship with a married man. Like her character, Prabha Khetan wanted to decide how she
would live and was ready to face the consequences of her choices.

Within this discourse, the title itself appears meaningful: Chinnamasta is in fact the
name of one of the Mahavidya, the ten Tantric goddesses and terrific aspects of Devi.
Chinnamasta (which means “She whose head is severed”) is traditionally depicted while
holding her own head in one hand and scimitar or a knife in the other. She stands on
Kama and Rati, who are joined in sexual intercourse; her severed head, as well as her at-
tendants Dakini and Varnini, is drinking blood spurting out of her neck. This aspect of
Devi is usually associated with the concept of self-sacrifice as well as the awakening of
Kundalini, latent spiritual energy (for more details see Kinsley, 1997, pp. 144-166). The
novel mirrors both of these aspects well: Priya is a brave woman, hurt physically and
psychologically, who manages to discover and free her inner energies. Through her job
she achieves a self-determined life, but her rebirth entails severe consequences in the pri-

vate sphere.

Before summing up this section with my conclusions on women’s writing and
postmodernism, I wish to point out a possible further investigation into the changing con-
cepts of femininity and masculinity. Often this change is studied through the works of
women-writers, but it would be interesting to discover if there is any change in the main-
stream male literature as well. Does the characterization of male-authors’ protagonists
reflect this new atmosphere? I will provide an example from Surendra Varma’s novel, Do
murdom ke lie guldasta (see also 4.2.1.). In this text female characters are active, deter-

mined, even aggressive, while men seem to be dragged along by events. In particular Nil,

146 This idea comes from The second sex by Simone de Beauvoir, which was defined by Khetan as a sort of

revelation (she will also translate it into Hindi with the title Stri: upeksita). Its importance was even com-
pared to Gita’s (Ranavat, 2015, p. 197).
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one of the two protagonists, is fundamentally depicted as a passive character: he takes
very few decisions and the major events of his life are determined by other people, espe-
cially by women. In his life-journey, from being a promising PhD student to becoming a
gigolo, women always start the action. In the first pages we read about Kiran, his men-
tor’s niece, who confesses her interest and explicitly seeks physical contact. Very often,
Nil blames himself for not having restrained her. She became pregnant and his academic
chances were over (Varma, 2012, pp. 9-10). N1l was excluded from all universities and
research institutes in Delhi and had to migrate. In Mumbai he starts a new relationship
with Kumud, a thirty-eight-year-old woman, a friend of his mistress: even in this case it is
Kumud who makes the first move (Varma, 2012, pp. 53-58). Even Nil’s career as a gigolo
is started by a woman. Blossom appears in Nil’s life one day, while he is waiting in vain
for Kumud. They are in a cafe, both sitting alone. The woman keeps on observing Nil and
finally approaches him, proposing to go to her place. At first, he does not know what to
do, but finally he surrenders to temptation (Varma, 2012, pp. 82-85). Just before leaving
Blossom’s house, he is given eight hundred rupees: only at this moment does Nil realize
what has happened (Varma, 2012, p. 88). At the end of the story, Nil’s death also comes
from one of his lovers.

In Do murdom ke lie guldasta, the traditional feminine and masculine images are
broken. A man can be fragile, unable to take decisions and to persist in his intents. On the
other hand, women can be self-confident and use their sexuality without hesitation. I
think that this specific viewpoint (of mainstream male authors) on gender and social
changes would deserve deeper analysis, as it is the necessary counterpart of the feminist

perspective.

Returning to Kathgulab and Chinnamasta, 1 consider both of them perfect examples
of feminist!4’ texts, as they subvert conventional social and gender roles, questioning the
traditional concept of femininity. A female character, in fact, is no longer determined by
the monolithic role of wife-mother alone, but has a multitude of opportunities for self-de-
termination. She can access the public sphere (through her work, writing or social com-
mitment) and find her personal realization there. This is an essential conquest for the
Hindi women'’s literature of the Nineties. Undoubtedly it is easier to associate Kathgulab
to postmodernism as it adds some further ingredients to the critique on the content level.
Its metafictional dimension (4.1.2.) and prismatic structure (4.2.2.) show the complexity
of the realities that we all experience, foregrounding the fictional nature of literature and
the basic idea of ontological plurality. These are typical postmodern issues and related
literary strategies. Nonetheless, texts such as Chinnamasta are much more problematic

within my discourse, as they follow the path of realism, with almost no formal experi-

147 As regards the meaning and history of feminism in India, and particularly its controversial relationship
with “Western feminism” see, for instance, Agnew, 1997, pp. 3-19; Gandhi and Shah, 1992; Khullar, 2005;
Kumar, 1997; Mohanty, 1985, pp. 333-358.
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mentation. As previously mentioned, Prabha Khetan’s text is highly autobiographical and
seems to translate an assumption of many feminist theorists into a literary form: “expe-
rience-oriented writing brings into public discussion questions and concerns excluded in
dominant ideologies, ideologies which sustain and are sustained by political and econo-
mic hierarchies” (Stone-Mediatore, 1998, p. 126). Moreover, such writing “can help wo-
men facing multiple oppressions — oppressions sustained by globally organized powers
— to develop the insight and agency necessary to resist those powers” (Stone-Mediatore,
1998, p. 127). Prabha Khetan, in fact, by re-elaborating her personal experience, wanted
to write about social issues related to the world of women and shake people’s conscience.
According to her, in order to achieve this goal and reach her readers as directly as possi-
ble, there is no need for stylistic experimentation which, on the contrary, could lead to
tricky texts (Ranavat, 2015, pp. 200-201). In one interview, Prabha Khetan even criticized
recent literary tendencies, where stylistic experimentation has obtain an unprecedented

importance obscuring the content. In the author’s words:

If we give awards for style and style only, there will be nothing
more than style... After all it is editors, critics and professors who
promote writing. A writer knows which things will be accepted.
Novels like Ses kadambari, Tirohit, Kathgulab, Divar men ek
khirkt rahti thi, on a stylistic level, are full of so much experimen-
tation. A similar experimentation was not visible before the ‘90s.
Achieving freedom of experimentation is one of the effects of
postmodernism. [...] In the previous ten years the writer’s com-
mitment has decreased. The writer has stopped participating in
the struggle of the common man. [...] what do we have to write
about? After writing about HorT and Hariya there was really a
change in society. But if there were Premcand today, what would
he write about? Would he write these same things? He wouldn’t.
In Latin America, Marquez creates a magic halo in his works. His
themes are always really strong. Some authors tried to imitate his
magical realism, but they couldn’t recreate that in their writing.
All they did was play with language after twisting words.!48

In the light of these reflections can I still link works such as Prabha Khetan’s to
postmodernism? Is stylistic experimentation an essential prerequisite? Or can I identify a
postmodern trace in the urgency of breaking free from traditional roles and social norms?

These questions can be easily applied not only to most women’s writing but to dalit narra-

148 TarzeT E1 TT2 il TATS &9 dT T2l ot SUAT. .| 3TFT AT HUTEH, AT, TIHAL @ T THIE
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TH UX qIEeH SIS FT 78T g T TIRT e it ge foeft [...] foser a0 91ei § @@ & 92 &9 &l 0]
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tives as well, and because of this, I will postpone my answers to the end of the next sec-
tion, after the analysis of two more stories of marginalization.

4.4.2. Stories of marginalization: dalit and non-dalit accounts

In the previous section I have focused on a very relevant aspect of stri vimars,
which is the deconstruction of the patriarchal system through the subversion of conven-
tional gender roles. The feminist authors of the Nineties want to overcome traditional fe-
male marginalization and gain a new place for women in the public sphere. In this sec-
tion, I will deal with other types of marginalization, due to geographical, cultural and
casteist reasons, discussing different ways and perspectives of representation.

Since the era of Premcand, passing through progressive and aricalik'4® writers, the
history of Hindi literature has been largely characterized by realism and social commit-
ment. It is mostly understood that the duty of a writer is — as Premcand stated during the
first meeting of the Progressive Writers Association (Lucknow, 1936) — “to support and
defend those who are in some way oppressed, suffering or deprived whether they be indi-
viduals or groups” (quoted in Gajarawala, 2013, p. 6). If social realism suffered a setback
in mainstream literature of the Nineties (see 4.3.), it flourished, even with some substan-
tial changes, through dalit writing.

The term dalit literally means “oppressed” and was used for the first time by Jyoti-
rao Govindrao Phule (1827-1890), a thinker, activist and social reformer from Maharash-
tra, to denote the untouchable (Consolaro, 2011a, p. 237). Dalit literature during the
Twentieth century became a central discourse in all Indian languages, raising some burn-
ing issues, especially that of untouchability, of the cultural roots of oppression and ex-
ploitation. Dalit literature, in India, has become part of the syllabi at various levels of ed-
ucation and the topic of many research works. But what does dalit literature exactly
mean? In a broadest sense, it denotes writing with empathy on dalit issues, with an anti-
casteist, anti-capitalistic and anti-traditionalist position. Nevertheless, some critics and the
majority of dalit authors consider personal experience essential: only dalits can really de-
scribe their sufferings and marginalized conditions. On this Jay Prakas Kardam, one of

the most prolific Hindi dalit authors and editor of the journal Dalit Sahitya, said:

I would like to quote here the words of Dr. Manager Pandey, a
renowned Hindi critic, who wrote in the preface to a collection of
Dalit short stories edited by Ramnika Gupta that “Only ash
knows the experience of burning”. This indicates that Dalits know
the experience of burning-- burning in the fire of sorrows, hatred,
disrespect, injustice, inequality and untouchablity. Non-Dalits do
not have this experience. Dalits have specific experiences of life,
which non-dalits do not have. Only Dalit writers can express their
experiences in an authentic manner but not others. Non- Dalit

149 See section 1.3, notes 5 and 6.
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writers may be sympathetic to the Dalits, they may be their well-
wishers but their experiences about Dalits are not their self-expe-
riences. They are the observers of torture and exploitation of Dal-
its, they are not sufferers. This difference of experiences between
Dalit and non-Dalits makes the difference between the writings of
Dalit and non-Dalit writers. Hence, Dalit literature is the literature
of Dalits based on their lives and experiences (Kardam in Kumar
2008).

As regards, the Hindi literary field, dalit literature — following the path marked by
other Indian languages, particularly Marathi — saw extraordinary growth, during the
Nineties, in the form of autobiographies, lyrics and short stories, while the number of
novels remained comparatively low (Consolaro, 2011a, pp. 240-241 and Wessler, 2014,
pp. 17-19). This aspect, due to the basic coordinates of my project, determined the deci-
sion to analyze just one dalit text, Chappar by Jay Prakas Kardam.

Chappar (The Shack, 1994) is one the first dalit novels in Hindi!50 and probably the
author’s major work. It narrates the utopian transformation of a backward rural area,
dominated by the casteist system, into an ideal world characterized by equality and fra-
ternity. Candan is the only son of a camar couple from Matapur, a small village in West-
ern Uttar Pradesh. Despite poverty and through great privations Sukkha, Candan’s father,
manages to send him to the city to study up to the highest level of education. Thanks to
this and to Candan’s efforts, a dalit movement arises, promoting a deep change in many
people’s lives. The story is characterized by a highly didactic intent and proposes two ba-
sic values: education, as an essential device in reawakening people’s consciousness, and
nonviolence. The importance of education — which is almost a leitmotif of dalit literature
— is emphasized throughout the story, as Candan, through his studies and consequent so-
cial commitment, becomes the village’s hero and the engine of the whole reforming
process. His father, despite being illiterate, is ready to sacrifice everything to allow Can-
dan to complete his studies. Sukkha endures trials and tribulations, but he wants to free
his son from the hell he is used to living in (Kardam, 2012, pp. 35, 60). Sukkha and his
wife, Ramiya, suffer many losses because of this choice, as it is unpopular among the vil-
lage’s notables. Both the pandit and the thakur find it intolerable that the first person who
went to the city to study was a camar. They try to persuade Sukkha to call his son back to
the village, but as he refuses, they hinder him with all their power. The paricayat even de-
cides that Sukkha will not be hired anymore for any kind of work and he will have to
abandon his piece of land (Kardam, 2012, pp. 30-35). Despite this Sukkha does not sur-
render: he and his wife almost starve, but they do not want to obstruct their son’s training
(Kardam, 2012, pp. 92-94). In addition to this, Candan, on a number of occasions, explic-
itly highlights the importance of education. While talking to some friends, with whom he

has created the first dalit circle, he says:

150 Probably the first Hindi dalit novel was Jay Prakas Kardam’s Karuna (1986); on this text see Wessler
2014, pp. 19-24.
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I will use my education to improve this wretched, miserable soci-
ety. I will work to elevate those suffering, exploited and marginal-
ized people, who live like insects. [...] [ will give them an educa-
tion. I will reawaken these sleeping people and make awareness
sprout in them so that they will stand to break and throw away the
chains of their exploitation. I will teach them to stand up. I will
open a school and I will teach the children of these poor people,
who are still playing on the bare earth. Who else will teach to
these people who have already gone to school, but who, like me,
were made to sit on the last bench, from where they could neither
see properly what was written on the blackboard, nor listen to the
teacher speaking? In similar conditions how could these people
study and if they don’t study how can they know the country and
the world? How will they demand their rights and for progress?
How will they be set free from this hell, from the shackles of this
slavery? No, no, I will teach them, I will give them an
education.!51

Education is the key to understanding the world and one’s own condition. Particularly
dalits have to understand the origins of inequalities to fight against them and to break the
chains of oppression. According to Candan this struggle has to be peaceful: the movement
has to reach its goals through non-violent action (Kardam, 2012, pp. 101, 107). As Can-
dan explains once to the villagers, they have to fight against the status quo, against con-
servative habits, but never against people (Kardam, 2012, p. 109).

Chappar can be seen as a utopian journey which leads the village of Matapur to
know justice, equality and a new culture of “humanism” (manavvad, Kardam 2012, p. 95,
or manusyata, p.112). When Candan, at the end of the novel, visits his parents — initially
with the aim of taking them to the city — he encounters a completely new world. Behav-
iors which were unbelievable before his leaving for the college have become true: now
people sit, eat and drink together no matter what their origins. Poor people, who were
used to trembling in front of thakur and zamindar, now talk with them without any fear
(Kardam, 2012, pp. 102-103). Untouchability is over. Even the thakur Harnam Simh —
initially a conservative person and one the hardest opponents of Candan’s education —
has undergone a deep change. After being rescued from attempting suicide, he has started

a new life. He has distributed his fields to the poor and landless people, he has abandoned

151 All English translations from this text are mine. Below the original Hindi lines:

H SoelY freAT T START 19 -8 qHTT o IeATe o forg s § 3+ dif2q, anfoa sie sufera «wm =t
T IS F ForT 18 T ST f2-Tahte ! it avg S &1 [...] ST A0 1 forfera s &) 5= a0 T i
SITSATT 3% I ST ST 1T ik T 9Troror ¥ Siof<y &1 dis-%ehd o oI 3 33 @2 gfl S+ @sT
AT F@TS T §| Tt G ST 39 TET % (q-THel § @ad e 1@ g1 Hl TeTeT| TEIT al S0
TETUNT I 37 AT S a7 ag AL a7g g9 Teg Tt 9 U 516 Tgi § 7 a1 54 e 9 foram af 31
H IE | AT g ST T &1 SALATTH T AT FA1 § T2q7 g UH § FAT T8 T I TR0 AT T30 Tl av F8
STTVRT 39T 3T ZIAAT 1| 8 FT g AT IeATT o0l HIT| FF Gh g4 <7 7o H, FTEAT 61 o SIS d1 Tgl-
Tel § qETaT, § forferd & 3721 (Kardam, 2012, pp. 39-40)
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his haveli to live, like the other villagers, in a small house. Furthermore, he does not want
to be called thakur sahab anymore: he is simply Harnam. He has understood that they are
all human beings, all equal and that humanism is the real faith (Kardam, 2012, pp.
112-113).

The novel promotes the culture of distinction, of attention for the peripheral areas of
society through the centrality earmarked to Candan’s family. This is undoubtedly some-
thing pertinent to postmodernism as well, where the petits récits are generally considered
the alternative to the modernist metanarratives. Specific local context and human experi-
ences have to replace the grand narratives and Kardam, thanks to his origins, provides the
reader with a picture of the outcasts from an alternative point of view, that is from the in-
side. Differently from Premcand or the progressive authors, he knows personally what it
means to be a dalit. Connected to this, another fundamental aspect of dalit literature has
to be considered, that is its implied deconstructive will. As underlined by Gajarawala,
“the act of Dalit critique should be understood as not simply one means of assertion of
identity but as a rereading of cultural products via the foregrounding of the problem of
caste” (Gajarawala, 2013, p. 8). According to him, dalit writing has to be read in opposi-
tion to the tradition of social realism initiated by Premcand and to the aricalik sahitya, to
Anglophone modernism and to the contemporary novels and their blending of caste and
class issues (p. 4). At this point, I think it is important to refer to the renowned episode of
the burning of Premcand's novel Rarngbhiimi, by members of the Bharatiya Dalit Sahitya
Akademi in July 2004. The president of the Academy, Sumanakshar, explained that they
were not opposed to Premcand or to his creative works, but to the casteist perspective that
the novel conveyed. They were particularly rejecting the choice of including Rarngbhiimi
in the Delhi standard school curriculum (see Brueck, 2014, pp. 1-5 and Gajarwala, 2013,
pp. 5-8). Despite his sympathies for the poor and marginalized, Premcand was still con-
sidered an author of the establishment, who was not really able to use new lenses to read
his world. The burning of Premcand's novel has to be considered an example of the dalit

challenge to a crystallized literary canon.

The second novel for analysis is Dizh by Virendra Jain. Also in this case there is a
rural setting, but the perspective, due to the author’s background, is radically different. If
Chappar follows the classic alternating structure of Premcand’s Godan — swinging be-
tween the parents’ life in the village and their son’s in an urban context — Diib may re-
call Renu’s Maild arical and its choral narrative. In fact, the plot is formed by the juxtapo-
sition of several subplots, depicting the village’s life in all its aspects: political, religious
and socio-economic. There are several characters, but one of them, Mate, a conservative
old ahir, represents a fundamental figure for the community and throughout the narrative.
Compared to Renu (whose novel depicts a remote village in Bihar from 1946 to 1948),
Jain covers a much longer period, from India’s Independence to the end of 1984, with the

assassination of Indira Gandhi and the gas leak in Bhopal. The novel is set in the village
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of Laraii, in Bundelkhand, and through the characters’ personal experiences recalls offi-
cial history from a marginal point of view.

If Chappar focuses on dalit issues, Dib highlights the pervasive nature of power
which seeps in at all levels of society, from the relations between the central government
and the rural areas to the village’s inner dynamics. In this novel, there are also some epi-
sodes related to dalit groups, but these are just examples among others of the mechanisms
of power. Jain describes, for instance, a poor camar, Ghiima, who boldly asks thakur De-
visimh for an allowance for his work in the fields. Initially Devisimh pretends to accept
his request, but actually he is furious. “Today they are opening their mouths for wages,
tomorrow they will ask for the right to vote. And the day after tomorrow one of them will
stand against us!”152, he thinks. The thakur wants to reaffirm his power and to take reven-
ge on Ghiima. During the night, he reaches the camar’s settlement and enters all the hou-
ses, beating the inhabitants with a cane. When Ghiima finally shows up, Devisimh is di-
sarmed and has to run away (Jain, 2014, pp. 68-71). Some time passes, but finally the
thakur is caught by the police. A legal proceeding starts and the camar community should
be called to bear witness against him. Actually, this opportunity will never be given to
these poor people. After a year of repeated legal delays, the thakur commits suicide, esca-
ping from any kind of responsibility. The episode ends with a puzzling sentence: the tha-
kur was found innocent because of a lack of witnesses (Jain, 2014, pp. 75-78). The story
denounces a case of social injustice based on casteism, but it has to be included in a wider
picture of wicked power games. As I have previously stated, Jain’s focus is not on dalit
issues, but on the mechanisms of power in all layers of society. The reflection on power
— with some resonances from Foucault’s philosophy — is strictly connected to knowled-
ge: knowledge is power, but at the same time power determines knowledge. I will explain
this assumption through the following examples. In many cases, powerful people in
Larait detain knowledge and mould it for their own advantage. One of the village’s nota-
bles Hira Sav — the first person in the village to discover the forced sterilization pro-
gram — uses his knowledge to deceive the villagers. The poor peasants do not know any-
thing about the Emergency, but Hira Sav tells them that for a year and half India has been
in a state of “Emergency... a period of crisis, of police rule. Indiraji, Indirajt only has
power in the Country — and within this rule everything is going on readily"'33. The man
stresses that now government projects will be completed quickly, including the dam, hen-
ce the Laraii area will soon be submerged. He persuades the villagers to follow him to the
nearby city of Candaii, pretending to help them with compensation for their land. But no-

thing is true: the men have to undergo vasectomy and some of them die following the

152 1 3 wEEt 3 For e wier 78 &, e 1 A2 o e W T S Tl § ¥ U gH g § @y
ZIET AT (Jain, 2014, p. 69)

153 fieger 3 900 | T Y= Taad § SITAHTA ... Hohe & e, Thore o7 a1 SRSty 1, sreheft
SRSt T O & 397 H — T 39 e § 99-3% T qEaar 7 21 W@l gl (Jain, 2014, p. 209)
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operation (Jain, 2014, pp. 209-212). Hira Sav uses his knowledge just to accomplish a
deal with the local tahsildar: by helping the collector with the forced sterilization pro-
gram, he will obtain the authorization to rename a vast area with his own name (pp.
201-202). However, despite this and other immoral actions on the part of the baniya, re-
sponsibilities are mainly charged to the government. The villagers were obliged to rely on
sav’s help, because of a lack of government aid. “When the government doesn’t take care
of us, if we don’t go to the sa@v, where shall we go? We did it yesterday, we do it now and
we will do it tomorrow...”13% — thinks one of the main characters sadly. Politicians are
charged with empty pledges: the Rani first (Jain, 2014, pp. 62) and Indira Gandhi later
(p.181) talks about the Rajghat dam project as a chance to improve the living conditions
of many people, but they both omit to mention all of its consequences. According to the
government, the dam will benefit thousands of peasants, providing water and electricity
for a vast area across Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, but the other side of the coin is
concealed. Despite all propagandistic discourses, in fact, the plan for resettlement is quite
vague and the villagers, threatened by a forthcoming flood, are left alone, not knowing

what to do. The authorities are only interested in votes and give people nothing in return:

Apart from votes, did you want anything else from us? You creat-
ed our condition, what else do we have to give? Every five years,
you request back the things you gave, sometimes through your
voice, sometimes through the robbers. You don’t even inform us
that you took our decisions. Apart from this, what did you give
us?

You just seized from us. You seized our school, our cars, our
streets, our work with tendii leaves, you seized Massav, Raghu
Sav, the Muslims, Atth Sav, you seized peace and conciliation. 153

Even in the face of a tragedy the government conceals the truth to defend its own
image. At the end of the novel an accident occurs at the dam and the village of Paficam-
nagar is submerged. Many people die. Nevertheless, the authorities proclaim the opposite:
through the radio they say that, thanks to their foresight, the village had been evacuated a
long time before, avoiding a disaster (Jain, 2014, p. 287). For the whole country the
“truth” concerning the submergence of Paficamnagar is that established by the govern-
ment. Power becomes knowledge and determines which and how information is to be

spread.

154 ST AT T AT G &1 Aal, T &7 919 o I 7 ST ql gl SIT0? el dF ST o, 3T A S &, 37
e &1 AT... (Jain, 2014, p. 241).

155 ZAH ATe % THaT T g AT § AAT? AT ST 3907 aAT7S g THA, SEH T I T g &1 F47 gHIL ITE?
TR & =T a7 qF g 9 aeq N 7T 2 9 21, w9 g7 T a1 weft feawre ) g maw fy =i
T gaeT <ot 7T oft 81 = RraT que fo o & 260 289 a1 QT ST &1 ST 81 WETET ST, Jiel
T, T ST, T I F SR AT, AreATd R, T 61 @i, EAH 9TE g, seg 919 @i, aifa
T, AASTI FAT1 (Jain, 2014, p. 181)
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A final aspect that I would like to investigate is how Virendra Jain gives voice to
the village of Larai. Obviously, he does it through the experiences of its inhabitants, but
not only. Jain, in fact, uses a highly dialogical style tracing the way of speaking of the
common people and using frequent common sayings. The novel is scattered with Bundeli
words (for more information on the Bundeli language see Grierson, 1916, pp. 86-94 and
Jaiswal, 1962) and, in many cases, the author provides for the first usage the Modern
Standard Hindi equivalent. Here are some examples: the epithet sav for the baniya (Jain,
2014, p. 13)13¢, bhamrya for dakii giroh (“group of robbers”, 20), prchal for snan
(“bathing”, 30), garhmat for sarak (“street”, 54), paipavne for mehman (“‘guest”, 56), di-
vale for mandir (“temple”, 66) and par for pahar (“mountain”,134). In other cases, there
1s no explicit explanation, so I had to attempt to understand the meaning from the context
or to check the unknown terms through studies on Bundeli. Among these words: saun to
indicate a baniya’s lady (in the whole text), laduva for laddiu (16), darvajja for
“door” (26), babba for baba (28), maurhi/maurha for “daughter/son” (105). Moreover,
Mate, the name of the main character, is a Bundeli world and significantly means “water
carrier” (Jaiswal, 1962, p. 62).

In some dialogues the author uses the interrogative pronoun k4 instead of kya (Jain,
2014, p. 63), and naiyam as the present negative form of “to be” (63). Especially in
women’s speech (we find several examples in a dialogue between Gorabat and Atti Sav’s
mother) we have morda instead of mera (138) and fori instead of teri (140), moy for mujhe
(140). Some other noteworthy examples can be found in a proverb, used by thakur De-
visimh while talking to Mate about his political campaign!57:

feretar (fefeedl) 3 SIS (IN) Pl Ga-F8 6@ 2317 1, 3cbed (dfebT)
g (U8) W Iedl &l fa@rsfl dll (Jain, 2014, p. 13)

The cat taught the tiger everything, but didn’t teach him how to
climb a tree!

From this sentence I want to underline Jain’s choices regarding vocabulary (bilaiya = cat,
Jjanaur = tiger, akelem = but, ritkh = tree) and on verbal conjugation, sikha dao (= sikha
diya =taught) and carhvo nahim sikhdo (= carhna nahim sikhaya = didn’t teach to
climb), both resembling Bundeli speaking. 158

The presence of Bundelkhandi can be read as a further device in strengthening the
importance of traditionally marginalized contexts: the author not only wants to narrate a
petit récit, but he wants to reproduce the village’s voice. Jain’s story, thanks to its multi-

faceted language, becomes polyphonic. Moreover, by adding the Standard Hindi equiva-

156 In the following examples I will indicate the pages only, omitting the author’s name.

157 The proverb is explicitly defined as being Bundelkhandi. According to my readings, it refers to a classi-
cal Chinese tale.

158 An example of basic conjugation is provided by Grierson, 1916, pp. 93-94.
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lent for some words, the author not only provides his readers with a support, but he un-
derlines that the readers may not belong to the world depicted. Their point of view can be
different. In this sense language can be interpreted as a further device for giving emphasis
to the plurality of theoretical standpoints. Undoubtedly, using a language with regional
shades is not something new for the Hindi literary tradition. To quote Maild arical again,
Renu already enriched his KharT Boli with loanwords and syntactical structures from the
local languages (see Hansen, 1981). Nevertheless, if we consider this aspect of Diib, toge-
ther with its historical component (see section 4.1.3 on historiographic metafiction), and

the explicit reflection on power and knowledge, a postmodern reading becomes possible.

As shown by textual examples, both Chappar and Dib foreground the importance
of looking at reality from new perspectives, breaking conventional cultural dogmas. If
Diib’s reading in a postmodern key is essentially related to the deconstruction of histori-
cal accounts and to the reflection on power and knowledge, the discourse on Chappar
maybe assimilated to that on feminist writing. Basically, Kardam’s novel is written in op-
position to casteism, with almost no stylistic experimentation and with the implicit aim of
proposing an alternative literary canon. With some necessary adjustment (essentially sub-
stituting casteism to patriarchy) the basic paradigm of Chappar is the same as that of
Chinnamasta. As 1 mentioned in the previous section, linking these kinds of novels to
postmodernism can appear quite problematic. Actually, in the earliest stages of my project
I was tempted to consider them separate from postmodernism. Or better said, I considered
their critique on a content level as a non-sufficient clue. Nevertheless, when two of the
most pervasive master narratives of the Indian context are patriarchy and casteism, a
deeper analysis was necessary. Both Jay Prakas§ Kardam Kardam and Prabha Khetan pro-
pose an alternative point of view from which to interpret reality. They do not accept the
monolithic literary tradition of the male-high-caste writers, even when they show sympa-
thy for the oppressed and marginalized. In the light of the deconstruction of these Indian
grand récits and of the plurality of perspectives, the connection between these texts and
postmodernism became possible. To me, texts like Chappar or Chinnamasta, with their
attention to difference and marginality, are opening the path to postmodern writing. Linda
Hutcheon, in referring to feminist and Afro-American authors in the North American con-

text, stated something similar:

My sense has always been that there were certain important social
movements in the 1960s (and before) that made the postmodern
possible: the women's movement (though, of course, the move-
ment existed much earlier, but this wave of it in the 1960s was
crucial) and, in North America, the civil rights movement. Sud-
denly gender and racial differences were on the table for discus-
sion. Once that happened, "difference" became the focus of much
thinking -- from newer issues of sexual choice and postcolonial
history to more familiar ones such as religion and class. I think
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feminisms (in the plural) were important for articulating early on
the variety of political positions possible within the umbrella term
of gender -- from liberal humanist to cultural materialist. Feminist
discussions "complexified" questions of identity and difference
almost from the start, and raised those upsetting (but, of course,
productive) issues of social and cultural marginality. (O’Grady,
1997)

Even if with uneven levels and forms of experimentation, I consider both stri vima-
rs and dalit vimars the ground of Indian postmodernism and the starting point for a new
way of writing. They represent a peculiarity of postmodernism in Hindi literature, which
may enrich and enlarge its most traditional (and Western) acceptation. Among women and
dalit writers some of them, like Mrdula Garg or Gitafijali SiT (see 4.2.2), have already
adopted innovative textual strategies to vehicle their social criticism, but, during the Ni-
neties, they were not yet the majority. With this statement I do not wish to suggest any
kind of literary hierarchy, rather I want to describe different and coexisting stages of the

same cultural phenomenon, which is postmodernism.
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CHAPTER

Conclusions

5.1. Postmodernism and Hindi novels: from critique to creative works

I like to compare my dissertation to an exploratory journey across Hindi novels
written at the dawn of the new millennium. Through my work, in fact, I wanted to inve-
stigate an issue — that of the possible postmodern traces to be found within recent Hindi
novels — that has been largely overlooked, particularly by Western scholars. In general,
the majority of Western studies on Hindi literature (I am referring here to Khart Boli Hin-
di only) are focused on its earliest phases until nayi kahani and nayi kavita, or, if they re-
fer to the most recent period, they are often related to specific issues, like dalit literature
(see Brueck, 2014; Gajarawala, 2013; Mehra, 2014) or Muslim Hindi writers (see Stark,
1995), or to specific authors (e.g. Rita Krajnc, from Zurich University, has been working
on Mrdula Garg and her novels for her PhD thesis). In fact, I found almost no structured
work in a Western language which attempts to create a wider panorama, highlighting con-
temporary or at least recent literary tendencies. Approaching an almost unexplored re-
search field, despite some initial difficulties, represented for me both a significant chal-
lenge and a great opportunity.

First of all, in order to build my project, it was necessary to introduce the topic of
postmodernism in its original acceptation, as outlined by its most representative Western
theorists. Postmodernism is an extremely complex cultural phenomenon, which has
spread in Europe and the USA since the 1960s. It is mainly characterized by a sense of
disillusion, by lack of faith in modernist certainties, like scientific positivism, Enlighten-

ment rationalism and the inevitability of human progress. Postmodernism is usually
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linked to the late-capitalist condition, to the global, consumer world and to the mass-me-
dia society. Philosophers such as Jean Baudrillard (1929-2007), Jacques Derrida
(1930-2004) and Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1924-1998) provided some of the most relevant
arguments related to postmodernism and it would be impossible to ignore their contribu-
tions. Baudrillard with his concept of hyper-reality, for instance, depicted a condition typ-
ical of postmodern societies, where people experience what is only a simulation of reality.
It is a condition where reality and fiction are blended together with no possibility of being
distinguished one from the other, where symbols and signs have replaced reality. Lyotard
identified the deep crisis of the modernist master-narratives — like Marxism, structural-
ism, economic liberalism — which were traditionally used to provide a unifying and con-
sistent interpretation of the world. In the postmodern era, in fact, plurality and hetero-
geneity become key concepts, substituting sameness, certainty and universality. Finally,
Derrida, with his philosophy of deconstruction highlighted the original and unsolvable
complexity of any text, questioning the accepted basis of meaning.

In the second instance, after this brief theoretical introduction, I focused on the con-
cept of postmodernism within the Indian context and particularly on its perception among
Hindi literary critics. Although questionable, I think that India — and likewise many oth-
er countries outside the Western world — has reached, at least partially, a postmodern
condition. Since the economic reforms of the 1990s, in fact, the country has started on its
path towards liberalization, consumerism and globalization. This has led to a widespread
Westernization of urban areas, but at the same time to a new attention towards marginal
regions and groups. What is worth emphasizing here is that the situation of contemporary
India is highly composite, a kaleidoscopic reality where tradition, modernity and post-
modernity play together, creating a complex and fascinating context.

Regarding the Hindi literary field, the concept of uttar-adhuniktavad (which trans-
lates the English “postmodernism™) has been long overlooked. Apart from some previous
sporadic exceptions, it started to be discussed towards the end of the 1990s, and especial-
ly after 2000. Critics such as Pandey Sasibhiisan “Sitaméu” and Sudhi$ Pacauri provided
some of the most thought-provoking analyses, joining together theoretical reflections and
examples from recent Hindi creative works. Sitamsu, for instance, identified four post-
modern ingredients which he deems peculiar to a postmodern text and supported his rea-
soning through the analysis of a short story by Uday Prakas, Varen Hestings ka samd. In
his view, /ilabhayv is the first possible feature of a postmodern text: /ilabhav alludes to a
game of seduction, through which literature does not necessarily remain a reflection on
society, but rather it becomes a pleasure. Nonetheless, at the same time, a postmodern text
can foreground social changes, challenging restrictions imposed by traditional institutions
such as society, family, marriage, and overpassing traditional cultural boundaries. Lastly,
to the critic, a postmodern text is essentially a multi-layered one, with multiple embedded
meanings that cannot be caught in a superficial reading. It is necessary to deconstruct the

text to reveal all its resonances and potentialities.
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As regards Sudhi$ Pacauri, first of all, I owe to him a key expression of my thesis,
that of “postmodern traces”. During my interview with him, he immediately stated that,
for the Hindi literary field, we cannot probably talk about postmodernism as a full-bloom
phenomenon, but undoubtedly, at the end of the Twentieth century, there are some note-
worthy “postmodern traces” (in his words uttar adhunik nisan). This expression immedi-
ately appealed to me. It rendered perfectly in two words the basic idea that I had in mind,
which was, at that stage of my research, still quite nebulous. With this expression, what I
actually mean is some features typical of recent Hindi novels, which can be evident or a
little more veiled, recalling Western postmodernism. I am not saying that Hindi authors
have merely imported a foreign fashion, rather that, in the globalized era, some elements
are in the air. They are floating and spreading in different contexts, being moulded by the
various backgrounds they encounter. Therefore, a feature such as historiographic metafic-
tion — that the Canadian theorist Linda Hutcheon (1989 and 2004) identified as prototyp-
ically postmodern — characterizes many Western postmodern masterpieces (just to quote
some examples Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, Doctorow’s Ragtime, Fowles’
The French Lieutenant’s Woman and Eco’s The Name of the Rose) as well as many recent
Hindi novels. In section 4.1.3. I exemplified this statement through three texts, Dib
(1991) by Virendra Jain, Kali-katha: vaya baipas (1998) by Alka Saravgi, and Pili cha-
trivalt larkt (2001) by Uday Prakas. Particularly in the first two, the historical ingredient
is crucial. Dib, from the marginalized perspective of a remote village in Bundelkhand,
recalls Indian history from Independence to Indira Gandhi’s murder and the gas leak in
Bhopal in 1984. Kali-katha, through the experience of a common man, moves back and
forth between the 1940s — years animated by great ideals and by the struggle for inde-
pendence — and the 1990s, when consumerism seems to shape all situations and relation-
ships. It is evident that, compared to traditional historical novels, the presence of history
plays a different role. It foregrounds some different perspectives from which to look at
official historical records, openly contradicting them. Particularly Diib’s narrator explicit-
ly questions the reliability of official accounts, as they are built in order to support power-
ful social subjects. Above all, the government manipulates reality with the aim of provid-
ing a positive image of its actions. At the end of the novel, for instance, when the small
village of Paficamnagar is submerged due to an accident at the Rajghat dam, the authori-
ties proclaim that everything happened in a deserted land, that those areas had been con-
scientiously evacuated some time before. But it was a falsehood. Power determines which
kinds of accounts have to be spread amidst the population. In the case of Kali-kathda, the
old protagonist, Kisor Babii, wants to recount what history left unsaid, bringing light to
some historical “dark areas”. His personal story, the history of the city of Calcutta and of
the nation are intimately intertwined. Moreover, the narrator, through the image of a
twenty-two-carat story (hence of a story which is not exclusively made of pure gold)
foregrounds the fictional nature of both literature and official history. Even in Pili cha-

trivalt larki, which is on a more superficial level a love story set in a university campus,
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the historical reflection plays an important role. Through the dedication of the protago-
nist’s cousin, the narrator emphasizes the role of adivasi and dalit communities in the
struggle for independence, a role which was usually neglected to the advantage of high-
caste groups.

If I had to indicate a key-term of postmodernism, I would undoubtedly choose plu-
ralism. As previously stated, plurality substitutes the modernist “commandment” for uni-
formity and centralization. In this sense, historiographic metafiction has to be considered
as a highly significant postmodern trace: by questioning official accounts, it stresses the
plurality of perspectives from which it is possible to look at and investigate the real. No-
netheless, historiographic metafiction is just one among many possible literary strategies
to foreground this idea. On the level of content, for instance, metafiction and otherworld-
liness aim at the same goal, that is the multiplication of projected worlds. Metafiction
(section 4.1.2.) causes the reader to reflect on the writing processes and hence on the fic-
tional nature of what he is savoring. Through otherworldliness (section 4.1.1.) a second
world is included in the story, as an alternative to its protagonist’s paramount reality. On
the level of textual structure, contemporary authors have at least two more chances: the
first one is the duplication of characters’ experiences through intertextual references; the
second, the fragmentation of the story into multiple snapshots. Duplication through inter-
textuality or, using Genette’s term, hypertextuality implies quotations or allusions to pre-
existing texts, with which there is a relationship of analogy. In many recent Hindi novels,
the reader can find multiple references to both Indian and Western literary traditions, but
also, in a broader acceptation of the term, to philosophy, movies and songs. This is evi-
dent, for example, in Dastan-e-lapta (1995) by Mafziir Ehtesam. The author, in fact, star-
ting from the title, proposes a sort of parallel between the protagonist’s vicissitudes and
the dastan, even if this allusion is rather ironical and misleading. Moreover, the explicit
references are not limited to the Urdu-Persian folk romance, but include many well-kno-
wn Western works. Manziir Ehte§am recalls, for instance, Forster’s novel 4 Passage to
India, through which Zamir Ehmad Khan reflects on his own identity as an Indian Mu-
slim; La Porte Etroite by André Gide and The Listeners by Walter de la Mare, which are
associated with a love affair of the protagonist’s youth with a medical student. Uday Pra-
kas in Pili chatrivali larki plays with intertextuality even more extensively: apart from
making multiple literary allusions, he refers to Hindu myth as well as to Western movies.
For example, the horror science fiction film Critters becomes a central metaphor of the
story, as the brahmins are often compared to its disquieting and ravenous aliens.

Fragmentation is a second textual strategy foregrounding the postmodern tendency
towards pluralism. In particular, it allows the authors to mirror the crisis of identity of his/
her protagonists through a plot which is discontinuous and fragmented. This is the case of
Hamdra Sahar us baras (1998) by Gitafijali St1. The author depicts a social context (whi-
ch may characterize any city of Northern India during the final decades of the Twentieth

century) dominated by communal violence, where personal identities seem to become a
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sum of disjoined features. As a consequence, the plot is deliberately broken up into multi-
ple fragments and re-organized in a discontinuous form. Mafziir Ehtesam, too, deploys
fragmentation, but in a completely different manner. Dastan-e-lapta is a sort of incomple-
te mosaic — touching about forty years from the protagonist’s childhood to his present
days in 1987 — where it is almost impossible to find a unifying centre. As I argue in sec-
tion 4.2.2., despite the differences, both the novels render through fragmentation the
complexity of contemporary life, where people are bombarded by multiple stimuli and
pressures, and can easily lose their centre, their system of values and priorities. Basically,
Mafiziir Ehtes$am makes his story collapse in this nebulous atmosphere, while Gitafijali

Sri looks at it with a more detached attitude, constructing and deconstructing her story.

Another essential concept deriving from the fundamental principle of pluralism is
challenge, and more specifically challenging pre-existing literary strategies and canons.
According to Sudhi$§ Pacauri, during the 1990s, two apparently opposite phenomena start-
ed to characterize Hindi prose, questioning the realist tradition and the male-high-caste
canon. On the one hand, in fact, mainstream literature began to liberate itself from the
tradition of social realism inaugurated by Premcand, incorporating elements typical of the
consumer world. The tones of these new novels are no longer hard and tragic, nor do they
propose any great teaching or truth. Their plots are, at least apparently (and I specify ap-
parently, as it is often possible to deconstruct the text and discover its multi-layered na-
ture), lighter. On the other hand, the narratives by traditionally marginalized voices, par-
ticularly of women and dalits, acquire a new relevance. In this case, largely by resorting
to the realist model, the authors challenge a literary canon marked by a high-caste, patri-
archal perspective, foregrounding the urgency of looking at reality through different lens-
es, their own lenses.

As regards the first point, I used 7-ta@ profesar (1995) by Manohar Syam Josi and
Divar mem ek khirki rahtt thi (1997) by Vinod Kumar Sukla as two self-evident exam-
ples. The former is at the same time the story of a disillusioned writer recounting his ex-
perience in teaching as a young man in a remote village, and the story of a series of sto-
ries which the protagonist was unable to complete. A potentially tragic account is con-
verted into an amusing short novel, full of sexual and scatological references, spiced with
a sharp irony. Vinod Kumar Sukla opts for another strategy: he depicts some moments in
the life of a young, lower-middle class couple, avoiding the usual harsh tones of many
previous Hindi texts. Despite everyday troubles, in fact, the couple experiences a sort of
alternate reality, full of beauty and positive feelings. Through the power of their love and
imagination they do not concentrate on economic restrictions or other issues, they per-
ceive and live the poetry of small things and the benevolence of nature.

When I moved to the second point, that of women and dalit writing, I had to face
some of the most problematic aspects of my dissertation. As discussed in section 4.4., this

part of the recent literary production is still largely characterized by realism and almost no
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formal experimentation. In this sense, it may appear difficult to link such writing to post-
modernism. Nonetheless, in light of what I argued thus far, of the key concepts that I had
identified, women and dalit authors bring into their stories some prototypical postmodern
features. Firstly, they want to narrate their life-experiences and traumas from their per-
sonal points of view. These authors, who traditionally had no voice, oppose their petit
récits to the predominant master narratives, foregrounding the importance of plurality and
heterogeneity. Moreover, they explicitly challenge the preexisting literary canon and
break a centralizing and unifying model. In this sense, to me, texts like Chinnamasta
(1993) by Prabha Khetan, Kathgulab (1996) by Mrdula Garg and Chappar (1994) by Jay
Prakas Kardam have to be linked to postmodernism. Chinnamasta and Kathgulab (1 have
to specify here that the latter is also characterized by formal experimentation; see sections
4.1.2. and 4.2.2.) assert that new roles are possible for women within society. A woman’s
identity is not only determined by her position within the domestic walls; in particular
being a mother is not the only way of being a woman. Women can find their places in the
public sphere and be emancipated from patriarchal restrictions. Prabha Khetan’s protago-
nist and alter-ego achieves personal realization through her job, while Mrdula Garg’s
main characters do this essentially through writing or social commitment. As regards
Chappar, the only dalit novel that I included in my list (I made this choice basically due
to the fact that, during the Nineties, dalit authors generally opted for other genres, like
autobiographies and short stories rather than novels), it deals with discrimination and op-
pression that dalit groups used to experience, but proposing an almost utopian case of so-
cial change. The novel’s setting, a backward rural area dominated by the casteist system,
in fact, is transformed into an ideal world characterized by equality and fraternity. And
the main promoter of this revolution is a camar boy, who in spite of the humble condi-
tions of his family, had been sent to the nearby city to complete his studies. What is worth
remarking here is that everything is recounted by a dalit writer, hence from a perspective
which was absent from the Hindi literary canon. Jay Prakas Kardam is not a high-caste
author who attempts to look empathetically at the poor and downtrodden, he personally

knows the world that he is describing and proposes an active role for his protagonist.

In light of all these observations, I argue that a postmodern reading is possible for
many recent Hindi novels, as they render in a literary form the basic postmodern tendency
to pluralism and challenge. At the same time, | believe that it would be impossible and
meaningless to define a poetic of Hindi postmodernism with fixed features, as it would
contrast with the composite and contradictory nature of this cultural phenomenon. For
these reasons, starting from the title of my thesis, I have insisted on the concept of post-
modern traces or clues.

Finally, it is worth emphasizing that, with my work, I did not intend to provide a
qualitative evaluation of this literary phenomenon, rather a description of its most rele-

vant features. I do not consider postmodernism a sort of demon, devouring everything in
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its way, nor the highest expression of human intellect. It is undeniable that the notion of
postmodernism was born in the Western world, but it has not been necessarily read as an
artificial construct superimposed to non-Western cultures. As any other label, it probably
simplifies a complex and composite reality, but it can be a useful device to approach its
study. In my opinion, in the era of mass communication the “seed” of postmodernism —
in terms of pluralism and challenge as described above — germinated in different con-
texts, developing peculiar features and shades. Therefore, the study of different and less
conventional (at least from our European perspective) literary traditions should represent

a key point in order to enrich the conventional paradigm of Western postmodernism.

5.2. Alternative readings and possible further developments

In the previous section, I briefly re-discussed the postmodern ingredients that I
identified through my analysis, associating them to at least one of the ten novels that I
selected. Let me recall once more (and all together) these novels: Dizb (1991) by Virendra
Jain, Chinnamasta (1993) by Prabha Khetan, Chappar (1994) by Jay Prakas Kardam, 7-
ta profesar (1995) by Manohar Syam Josi, Dastan-e-lapta (1995) by Maiiziir Ehtesam,
Kathgulab (1996) by Mrdula Garg, Divar mem ek khirki rahti thi (1997) by Vinod Kumar
Sukla, Hamara $ahar us baras (1998) by Gitafijali Sti, Kali-katha: vaya baipas (1998) by
Alka Saravgi, and Pili chatrivali larki (2001) by Uday Prakas. Undoubtedly, it could have
been possible to enlarge or to modify this list: I was actually tempted to introduce two
alternative texts, that are Do murdom ke lie guldasta by Surendra Varma and Ek naukrani
ki dayrt by Krsna Baldev Vaid. If we look at sections 4.2.1., 4.4.1., for instance, we see
that Do murdom ke lie guldasta is characterized by intertextuality and that it represents a
sort of counterpart to women writing in terms of representation of femininity and mascu-
linity. In section 4.1.2. I address Ek naukrani ki dayrt as a noteworthy example of meta-
fictional writing. Nevertheless, I decided to use both these novels as additional references
only (see sections. and 4.1.2.), as, compared to the other ten texts, they seem to me to be
less representative of the postmodern tendencies of the Nineties.

In any case, I do not consider the possibility of extending or modifying my list as a
limitation of this work: on the contrary, it may represent a first opportunity for further
studies. Due to its exploratory nature, this investigation needed clear and fixed bounda-
ries, but, for this very reason, it may become the starting point for additional investiga-
tions. Firstly, as I have just mentioned, it would be possible to broaden the scenario that I
depicted by selecting more authors and texts, or by expanding the temporal boundaries
and see, for instance, what happens in the first decade of the new millennium. Secondly,
with a reverse direction, it would be possible to focus on a narrower number of features
(e.g. on the multiplication of projected worlds) and conduct a more in-depth analysis.
Nonetheless, apart from these rather obvious possible developments, during my readings I
identified another element which may deserve attention. I observed that in almost all the
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novels from the Nineties that I approached there is a suicide of a marginal character. Let
me provide some examples. In 7-ta profesar Yatis, T-ta’s son, after the end of his marria-
ge in the USA commits suicide on the day of his second wedding (Jos$1, 2008, pp. 90-91).
In Ddstan-e-lapta, Anisa, the protagonist’s lover commits suicide on her birthday, after
having confessed a past of sexual abuse (Ehtesam, 2000, p. 155). Uday Prakas (2011, p.
57) inserts into his Pili chatri vali larki the story of Sapam, a Manipuri boyfriend of the
protagonist, who jumps into a well after a severe episode of violence and his brother’s
death. In Ek naukrani ki dayri we read about Jharna (the eldest daughter of a Bengali fa-
mily where the protagonist works as a maidservant), who hangs herself in her bedroom.
She had a love affair with a Muslim boy, but her family opposed it firmly. The girl took
that extreme decision after aborting secretly (Vaid, 2014, pp. 85-91). These are just some
examples, but many others could be mentioned. It is therefore natural to suspect that the
recurrence of suicides cannot be a mere coincidence. So, why are these episodes so fre-
quent in recent Hindi novels? Were they so common even in earlier works? My hypothe-
sis is that these suicides may be associated to the complexity of contemporary reality and
represent a sort of “extreme escape attempt”. As Cohen and Taylor discuss in their text
Escapes Attempts: the Theory and Practice of Resistance to Everyday Life (1992), people
put into practice multiple strategies to manage their reality and, from time to time, they
need to break out from its restrictions. These strategies may be innocuous and people re-
sort to fantasy (pp. 88-111), hobbies, games, sex (Cohen and Taylor refer to them as to
activity enclaves, pp. 115-130), holidays and adventures (pp. 130-145). Nevertheless, so-
metimes these options are not enough. People may seek refuge in mindscapes like drugs
(pp. 145-147), or in alternate shared realities like communes (pp. 164-169), and the situa-
tion may degenerate into various forms of excesses and outrages (pp. 195-198) or mad-
ness (pp. 202-203). The authors explicitly say that one of the “obvious extreme escapes”
that they actually do not consider in their text is suicide (p. 209). “The killing of oneself”
— they argue — “as the killing of others, becomes a declaration that personal identity
transcends every societal inhibition: individual autonomy is absolute” (p. 210). In conclu-
sion, it could be extremely thought-provoking to investigate the recurrence of suicides in
recent Hindi novels and understand if it can be related to the theory of escape attempts
and to the postmodern condition.

Having said that, my current work allowed me to approach various kinds of
sources, to meet important writers and, more in general, it has been a great opportunity
for personal and professional growth. I hope that it might represent a tile in the field of
contemporary Hindi literature and that it can promote cross-research, passing convention-

al separations between Western and Eastern literatures.
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Appendix
A basic postmodern glossary

This glossary includes some of the most relevant and/or recurrent terms related to post-
modernity, contemporary society and their necessary counterpart, modernity. It is based
on the texts of Hindi critique discussed in chapter 2, and it aims to support students and/or
scholars dealing with these issues for the first time. In order to render its use easier, I de-
cided to prepare both the Hindi-English version and its reverse. For some terms I have
added in brackets the name of the Western author/thinker who used the term in a specific
acceptation and to whom Hindi critics explicitly refer. This is the case, for instance, of

atiyatharth, which stands for “hyper-real” as per Baudrillard’s use.
Hindi-English

AU (antar-pathiva) = f. intertextuality
stfaaee (atiyatharth) = m. hyper-real (ref. Baudrillard)

HAHIIIS (anubhavvad) = m. empiricism
UGB (alpasankhyak) = adj., small in numbers, or population; forming a minority

AFEICATE (astitvavad) = m. existentialism

3Ty ABdT (adhunikta) = f. modernity
3Ty ABATATR (adhuniktavad) = m. modernism
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A Iﬂdl@ Bl (Gnuvamsiki) = m. genealogy (ref. Foucault)
3 Ialjil (avrtti) = f. iterability (ref. Derrida)

I T (ucc-yatharth) = m. hyper-real (ref. Baudrillard)
JTR-31TY ABdT (uttar-adhunikta) = f. postmodernity

JT-3TY ABATITE, (uttar-adhuniktavad) = m. postmodernism
SI-AENB (uttar-audyogik) = adj. post-industrial

I GEHATEE, (uttar samracnavad) = m. post-structuralism

SERATS/IXAIS (udarvad/udartavad) = m. liberalism
IYHISTETS (upanivesvad) = m. colonialism
SYMIHATATE (upabhoktavad) = m. consumerism

BAH HIeA (katran sahitya) = f. + m. lit. clipping literature = pastiche
OIGI (kendrvad) = m. centrism

ATEMNT (caksusta) = f. visuality
&% (cihn) = f. trace (ref. Baudrillard)

BT (chalna) = f. simulacra (ref. Baudrillard)

SHYERTA (jansamskrti) = f. mass culture
IHIGH (jiianoday) = m. illuminism

ddd1E (tarkvad) = m. rationalism
Zfeld famt (dalit vimars) = m. dalit discourse

AT HAJERAIS (nav vyavharvad) = m. new-pragmatism
ARMATE (nasvad) = m. nihilism

YT (punarutthan) = m. renaissance
%ﬂaﬁ (pimjivad) = m. capitalism
quidTeTg (pirnatavad) = m. holism

WISl (perodi) = f. parody

U (pestic) = m. pastiche

Udl%b (pratik) = m. symbol

UdTBdTS (pratikvad) = m. symbolism
ATIdT (pratiptd) = f. reversal (ref. Derrida)
&R (pratyaksavad) = m. positivism
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ECISE] T (prabodhan yug) = m. + m. Enlightenment
UTAdIS (pracyavad) = m. orientalism

dgcddldlq (bahultavad) = m. pluralism

E@?i"@fﬁﬂ'l?i (bahusamskrtivad) = m. multiculturalism
for (bimb) = m. reflection, image

EEEIFEAR IR (bimbvad ka andolan) = m. + m. imagism
YHSATBOT (bhiimandalikaran) = m. globalization

H%TCE'FT (mahavrttant) = m. grands récits (ref. Lyotard)

HIFHATE (marksvad) = m. marxism

HAIATIE (manavtavad) = m. humanism

H-Ufdefe® 6™ (metd-aitihasik phiksan) = m. historiographic metafiction

UEdTE (rastrvad) = m. nationalism

fereieT (vikhandan) = m. deconstruction

e T (vidambna) = f. irony

faferf=1ar (vivibhinnata) = m. différance (ref. Derrida’s philosophy)
- (visv-gamv) = m. global village

foaT2 (visvvad) = m. cosmopolitanism

TS TTRATa (visambhasasthiti) = f. heteroglossia

fEEATaTe (visamracnavad) = m. deconstruction
forer-faebTotar (visth-vikirnata) = f. différance (ref. Derrida)

9& (vrddh) = adj. late (i.e. vrddh-pumjivad = late capitalism)
Y (vyangya) = m. irony

ATRIASAT (vyaktinisthta) = f. subjectivity

ST (vyaiijnd) = f. suggestion

ATETRBAT (vyavharikta) = f. paralogy (ref Lyotard)

SeRhSATG (Sabdkendrvad) = m. logocentrism (ref. Derrida)
TOISH-®B{=b (Sisan-kendrik) = adj. phallogocentric (ref. Derrida)
Sd-g& (Sit-yuddh) = m. cold war

IS (Sinyavad) = m. nihilism

FTOTIAAT (§ravansilta) = £, aurality

Gobd (sarket) = m. allusion
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GEATIS (samracnavad) = m. structuralism
U, (sapeksvad) = m. relativism
GIEIRIBAT (sampradayiktd) = f. communalism
TG (samrajyavad) = m. imperialism
TS (stritvavad) = m. feminism

il T3t (str7 vimars) = m. women discourse

English-Hindi

Allusion = Gdd (sariket; m.)
Aurality = 4JU ITdT (Sravansilia; £.)

Capitalism = ﬁfﬁﬂ'l?( (pumjivad; m.); late capitalism = vrddh-pumjivad
Centrism = 52d1& (kendrvad; m.)

Cold war = d-g&, (sit-yuddh; m.)

Colonialism = IUHISTETR (upanivesvad; m.)

Communalism = HIIEIRIBAT (sampradayikta; £.)

Consumerism = SUHIFITATS (upabhoktavad; m.)

Cosmopolitanism = fogane (visvvad; m.)

Dalit discourse = afeid faH9t (dalit vimars; m.)

Deconstruction = f0GET (vikhandan; m.); TTG@AER (visamracnavad; m.)
Différance = [dfafi=dr (vivibhinnata; m.); fTGI-TdHI0tdT (visth-vikirnata; £.)
Empiricism = IS (anubhavvad; m.)

Enlightenment = ECIE] JT (prabodhan yug; m. + m.)

Existentialism = AR (astitvavad; m.)

Feminism = S@d1g (stritvavad; m.)

Genealogy = Hﬁaﬁ?ﬁ (anuvamsikt; m.)
Globalization = ‘-L‘EFﬁWUT (bhumandalikaran; m.)
Global village = fI9-TTa (visv-garv; m.)

Grands récits = tl%'l'cﬁﬂ'cf (mahavrttant; m.)

Heteroglossia = fTsmTSTiRITd (visambhasasthiti; £.)

Historiographic metafiction = HeT-CldeTe (BRI (metd-aitihasik phiksan; m.)
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Holism = YUIdTdI< (piarnatavad; m.)
Humanism = HHIAR (manavtavad; m.)
Hyper-real = 311da4te (atiyatharth; m.); 33 20 (ucc-yatharth; m.)

Iluminism = I (jiianoday; m.)
Image = IEE] (bimb; m.)
Imagism = EERIGAIMAGE (bimbvad ka andolan; m. +m.)

Imperialism = "I9S (samrajyavad; m.)
Intertextuality = 3Id-UTSH (antar-pathiva; f.)
Irony = fO€e T (vidambna; £.); &= (vyvangya; m.)
Iterability = 3Tl (Gvrtti; £.)

Liberalism = 3qRATE/IAMAS (udarvad/udartavad; m.)
Logocentrism = I[&H&d1a (Sabdkendrvad; m.)

Marxism = AIFGATE (marksvad; m.)

Mass culture = \_rl—"l'\cl'@_;ﬁ (jansamskrti; £.)

Minority (forming a-) = 3CUEEAB (alpasankhyak; adj.)
Modernism = 3TYHBATIE (adhuniktavad; m.)
Modernity = BT (adhunikta; £.)

Multiculturalism = awﬁam (bahusamskrtivad; m.)

Nationalism = TEdI<S (rastrvad; m.)

New pragmatism = 9d HIERAIS (nav vyavharvad; m.)
Nihilism = ARG (nasvad; m.); AR (Siunyavad; m.)
Orientalism = YA (pracyavad; m.)

Paralogy = SATIRIRGAT (vyavhariktd; f.)

Parody = UUE! (perodr; f.)

Pastiche = & ATlecd (katran sahitya; f. + m.); PRI (pestic; m.)
Phallogocentric = TISH-5~b (Sisan-kendrik; adj.)

Pluralism = 9gAdTd1E (bahultavad; m.)

Positivism = UA&dIS (pratyaksavad; m.)

Post-industrial = STR-3TENE (uttar-audyogik; adj.)
Postmodernism = W—W (uttar-adhuniktavad; m.)
Postmodernity = STR-AHBAT (uttar-adhunikta; f.)
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Poststructuralism = 3R §HTETE (uttar samracnavad; m.)

Rationalism = d&d1g (tarkvad; m.)
Relativism = HTUEATS (sapeksvad; m.)
Renaissance = Yo (punarutthan; m.)
Reversal = UdIUdT (pratipta; f.)

Simulacra =BT (chalna; f.)

Structuralism = S&HTETE, (samracnavad; m.)
Subjectivity = AfRIHSAT (vyaktinisthta; 1)
Suggestion = ST (vyaijnd; f.)

Symbol = Udl® (pratik; m.)

Symbolism = UdThd1S (pratikvad; m.)

Trace = /&I& (cihn; £

Visuality = J1&NAT (caksusta; 1.)

Women discourse = @il TR (s#77 vimars; m.)
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